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School arson, predominantly the burning of dormitories in boarding secondary 
schools in Kenya, is a recurrent problem. In 2016, the school fires crisis seemed to reach a 
new height. A total of 239 schools experienced arson. Most of these schools were boys’ 
secondary schools.  Discussions on school fires are often carried out in the print media, and 
the fires have been a subject of four government taskforce investigations, with little or no 
effect on the recurrence. Most of what is written about school fires in Kenya, through 
government reports, print media, and (for the 2016 school fires) social media, is based on the 
views of people outside the school system and whose views are not based on lived 
experiences. Using social representations theory, the aim of this exploratory, inductive study 
was to explore understandings of school arson in government reports, print and social media, 
and also by investigating the views of insiders to the school system (students, parents and 
teachers).  
A library search was used to source documents (government reports and newspaper 
articles) and simple search and real-time tracking for social media posts.  Extreme case 
sampling was used to select four boys’ schools and purposive sampling to select focus group 
participants (32 teachers, 32 students and 32 parents) from the four schools. A thematic 
analysis of secondary data and focus group discussions revealed that school arson is a 
complex phenomenon with multiple understandings and that, so far, the discourse had been 
dominated by the ‘outsider’ views.  However, the discourse across data sets extended beyond 
the specifics of school arson and revealed an overarching underlying concern: the loss of 
African culture due to Western influences and international conventions that clash with the 
reality of the cultural context, and a quest for a constructed authentic Kenyan identity in the 
postcolonial context. I discuss the implications of these understandings both for further work 






Brandstigting by skole, spesifiek die afbrand van hoërskoolkoshuise in Kenia, is ’n 
herhalende probleem. In 2016 wou dit voorkom asof die krisis rondom skoolbrande ’n nuwe 
hoogtepunt bereik. Altesaam 239 skole het brandstigting beleef. Die meeste van hierdie skole 
was hoërskole vir seuns. Terwyl debatte oor skoolbrande gereeld in die gedrukte media 
gevoer word, en die brande die onderwerp van vier ondersoeke deur regeringstaakgroepe 
was, het dit weinig of geen uitwerking nie op die herhalende voorkoms daarvan gehad. Die 
meeste geskrewe materiaal oor skoolbrande in Kenia, onder meer in regeringsverslae, die 
gedrukte media en (vir die 2016-skoolbrande) op sosiale media, is gebaseer op die sienings 
van mense buite die skolestelsel, wie se siening nie op geleefde ervarings berus nie. Die doel 
van hierdie verkennende induktiewe studie is om sosiale verteenwoordigingsteorie te gebruik 
om die insigte rondom skoolbrandstigting in regeringsverslae, die gedrukte media en op 
sosiale media te ondersoek, asook om die siening van diegene binne die skolestelsel 
(studente, ouers en onderwysers) noukeurig na te vors.  
 
’n Biblioteeksoektog is gebruik om dokumente (regeringsverslae en koerantartikels) te 
bekom, terwyl eenvoudige soektogte en intydse naspeuring vir sosiale media-inskrywings 
gebruik is. Ekstremegeval-steekproefneming is gebruik om vier seunskole te kies, terwyl 
doelgerigte steekproefneming gebruik is om fokusgroepdeelnemers (32 onderwysers, 32 
studente en 32 ouers) uit die vier skole te kies. ’n Tematiese ontleding van sekondêre data en 
fokusgroepbesprekings het dit aan die lig gebring dat brandstigting ’n komplekse verskynsel 
is, dat dit op veelvuldige wyses verstaan word, en dat die diskoers tot dusver deur 
‘buitestaanders’ oorheers is. Die diskoers oor datastelle heen strek egter verder as die 
besonderhede van skoolbrandstigting en toon ’n oorkoepelende onderliggende kommer: die 
verlies aan Afrika-kultuur weens Westerse invloede en internasionale konvensies wat met die 
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realiteit van die kulturele konteks bots, sowel as ’n soeke na ’n gekonstrueerde outentieke 
Keniaanse identiteit in die postkoloniale konteks. Ek bespreek die implikasies van hierdie 
insigte vir verdere werk op die gebied van skoolbrande, asook vir breër oorwegings rakende 
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Figure 1:Dormitory on fire 
The most tangible of all visible mysteries – fire. 
`      Leigh Hunt (1784-1859) 
 
PART 1 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
1.0 Background 
School violence has existed as long as formal schooling has existed (Midlarsky & 
Klain, 2005, p.54). Despite this fact, violence connected to schools is disconcerting to 
teachers, parents, students and the community because schools are commonly considered safe 
spaces for children (Kupchik & Bracy, 2009, p.136). Not all forms of school violence capture 
attention, particularly media attention: it is the high-profile incidents of school violence 




& Sumiala (2012) have noted that “school shootings make and break the news” (p. xvii). 
Whereas America and much of the Western world grapples with school shootings, Kenya 
grapples with the recurrent problem of school arson. 
News headlines such as: “A burning question: why are Kenyan students setting 
fire to their schools”,  “Arsonists torching schools in Kenya to protest education 
reform”, “Kenya’s school arson attacks lead to national debate” and “42 students 
charged with arson ” became the norm in Kenya between January and August 2016. By 
August 2016, more than 120 schools, according to the UNICEF Representative in Kenya, had 
been set on fire in that year (Schultink, 2016, pp.1). The final tally of school fires reported in 
2016 was 239, with 219 fires happening within the second term (May to August) of the 
school calendar (Republic of Kenya, 2016). School unrest characterized by disobedience, 
destruction of property and arson was not a new phenomenon in Kenya. An analysis and 
mapping out of reports on the locations of school fires in the two leading daily newspapers, 
Daily Nation and The Standard, from 2000 to 2018 reveals the widespread nature of school 





Figure 2: Location of school fires 
© https://www.mapcustomizer.com/map/School%20fires_Locations 
The severity, frequency and intensity of the incidents of school fires drew outrage, 
condemnation and consequently national as well as international debate on what could be the 
cause of such wanton destruction of property. The debate, too, on the causes of these 
incidents of school violence was not new. It had been a recurrent debate.  
1.1. Motivation for the Study 
Every year, since 2003, I have taught the Psychology of Learning and Teaching 
course at the School of Education (University of Nairobi) to student teachers. The course is 
offered during the May-August semester. This semester coincides with the second term of the 
school calendar. School unrest, more often than not accompanied by arson, is experienced 
during the second term. The period of arson is so predictable that print media journalists have 




At the start of each semester, I ask my students to explain why they would like to 
become teachers. The enthusiasm to become teachers has continued to decline over the years, 
and their reasons for not going into teaching after graduation have become more and more 
gloomy. They give me reasons such as “children are too undisciplined” and “lack of energy 
to handle school unrest”. At the peak of the school fires of 2016, my students felt schools 
were no longer safe working places. One of the students said, “they will burn us”. This was 
one of the gloomiest reasons I had ever heard. I decided to find out why this phenomenon had 
persisted for so long and has continued to get worse.  
1.2. School Violence 
The term school violence was rarely used in the 1960s and 1970s (Furlong & 
Morrison, 2000, p.72). Acts that are now classified as school violence were treated as 
juvenile delinquency or as a manifestation of anti-social behaviour (Abramovay & Rua, 2002, 
p.25). Over the years, “school violence” has come to refer to all types of aggressive acts 
(direct or indirect) that occur within the school context including bullying, victimization, drug 
abuse, possession of weapons, and extreme aggression that results in loss of life caused by 
use of weapons or arson. Furlong & Morrison (2000, p.71) have noted that the label “school 
violence” was first used in 1992 to refer to “…violent and aggressive acts on school 
campuses” and that it is a “catchall term that has little precision from an empirical-scientific 
point of view”. For instance, Benbenishty, Astor, & Estrada (2008, p.72) have identified 
seven types of school violence: verbal, social (isolating a student or a group of students), 
indirect violence (showing a person’s private pictures or spreading rumours), physical 
(fighting, beating or shoving), property related (vandalism and theft), sexual (verbal or 
physical forms of unwanted sexual behaviours) and weapon related (including the use of 





School violence, no matter the type, is disruptive, affecting students, teachers, parents 
and the community at large (Abramovay and Rua, 2002, p. 292) and it is a worldwide 
phenomenon (Akiba, LeTendre, Baker, & Goesling, 2002, p.830). It varies in intensity. It can 
sometimes include the use of guns and other weapons resulting in loss of life, for instance, 
the 1999 Columbine massacre in America (Hong, Cho, Allen-Meares, & Espelage, 2011, 
p.861). A range of explanations have been given for school violence including a problematic 
school culture characterised by conflict and poor quality teacher-student relationships(Marsh, 
McGee & Williams, 2014, p.28; Peterson, Reece & Skiba, 2001, p.155), students’ perception 
of unfairness in school rules or treatment from teachers (James, Bunch, & Clay-Warner, 
2015, p.170) among other ascriptions. Whenever it occurs, there are attempts to understand 
and explain the causes (Abramovay & Rua, 2002, p.106) and to find ways of preventing 
violence in future.  
1.3. History of School Violence/Unrest in Kenya 
The complexity and multifaceted (Furlong &Morrison, 2000, p.71) nature of the term 
‘school violence’ behoves researchers to delimit the meaning of ‘school violence’ in any 
study. In this study, the term ‘school violence’ will be used to refer to occurrences of school 
unrest characterized by actions intended to disrupt learning activities as well as the use of 
arson to cause damage to school property, which sometimes leads to loss of life. In addition, 
the definition of arson will be confined to refer to cases of arson perpetrated by students, 
mainly the burning down of dormitories in boarding schools.  
The first case of student unrest in Kenya was recorded in 1908 at Maseno school 
when students refused to participate in manual work (a protest against technical education) 
and instead asked for more reading and writing (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, p.195). There have 
been many incidents of student unrest coupled with violence since then. In 1974, for instance, 




led to a presidential decree banning strikes by workers and students (Kinyanjui, 1976, p.1). 
The upsurge in school unrest had a history behind it. Between 1968 and 1974, the 
government had introduced a system of financing local community schools (harambee 
schools initially funded by local community contributions and student fees) and admitting 
government-sponsored students but still retaining vacancies (harambee streams) for the local 
communities (Kinyanjui, 1976, p.3) This system brought about tension between government-
aided and non-government aided students. The tension was one of the main causes of the 
unrest. Besides, the government-aided students felt the harambee schools were not as well 
equipped as the well-established elite schools, the boarding facilities were poor, and they 
lacked adequate teaching staff (Kinyanjui, 1976, p.4).  
By the last decade of the 20th century, school unrest involved extremely violent acts 
that led to the destruction of property and loss of life. Two of the worst recorded cases of 
student unrest that were arson-related happened at Nyeri High School and Kyanguli 
Secondary School. At Nyeri High School, on the 25th of March, 1999, when students set a 
prefects’ cubicle on fire. It was reported that the prefects were unpopular (Achieng, 2001). 
The alleged perpetrators were reported to be on a revenge mission. They had been suspended 
from school for burning the library prefect’s desk. They sneaked back to school and set the 
prefects on fire. Four prefects died as a result of the arson. 
 In the second case, there was a dormitory fire on the 26th of March, 2001 at Kyanguli 
Secondary School where more than sixty students perished. Two students, aged sixteen, were 
the alleged perpetrators. Police investigations revealed they were protesting against bad food 
and accommodation; misappropriation of school funds and cancellation of the school’s 





1.4. Current Understandings of School Violence  
Various attempts have been made to understand school violence in Kenya. I shall deal 
briefly with each of the categories in turn. 
1.4.1. Government reports 
The government response to these incidents of school violence is often to appoint a 
task force to investigate the causes and make recommendations on how to manage the ‘crises. 
An analysis of the four main government taskforce reports: The Report of the Presidential 
Committee on Student Unrest and Indiscipline in Kenyan Schools (alternately referred to as 
the Sagini Report of 1991), The Report of the Departmental Committee on Education, 
Research and Technology on the Inquiry into Students’ Unrests and Strikes in Secondary 
Schools (Koech Report of 2008), The Report of the Task Force on Student Discipline and 
Unrest in Secondary Schools (Wangai Report of 2001) and The Report of the Special 
Investigations Team on Schools Unrest (Claire Omollo Report of 2016) indicate that the 
ascribed causes are varied ranging from change of school diet to lack of communication to 
examinations anxiety to school management style.  
There are repetitive broad categories of reasons put forward on the causes of school 
unrest, just as there are overarching categories of recommendations made as possible 
solutions to the problem of school unrest and violence. The reports will be briefly 
summarised by way of background in the results section.  
1.4.2. Academic studies: Selected examples  
The review of academic studies was restricted to peer-reviewed academic writing, and 
the review revealed that academic discourse on school arson has been scanty, even though the 
problem has persisted for over twenty years. The studies also focus on school violence in 




(1976, p.1) sought to find out why the student is often blamed for school violence.  The 
answer to the question remained unclear. However, the findings of the study do include 
causes of school unrest as well as recommendations such as allowing students to participate 
in the administration of schools and getting parents to be more involved in the running of 
schools. Malenya (2016) in another study reports on the analysis of students’ lived 
experiences and concludes that violent protests perpetrated by students in Kenya are a form 
of self-realisation in which students “…pursue their own empowerment so that they can use 
the power to humble authorities” (p.81). However, he notes that this only serves to perpetuate 
the cycle of violence. Lastly, the study by Cooper (2014) has specifically focussed on arson 
and puts forward an argument that students use arson as an “instrument of power that the 
structurally weak - like themselves can employ to serve their interests” (p.600).  
In summary, the studies reviewed above represent the existing range of ways in which 
academics have engaged with school violence, including arson in Kenya. The review shows 
that school arson in Kenya has not been widely reported on in academic writings.  
1.4.3. Print media reports 
Discourse on the causes of the kind of school violence witnessed in 2016 in Kenya 
has been prominent in media reports. The causes identified in public discussions were 
similarly varied, as illustrated by the statements below: 
"We need to address the issue of fear in our schools. We need to create peace in 
our schools, not fear. We need to have teachers begin to discuss with themselves 
and students what it is that students are against instead of just meting 
punishment.” … 
“Some MPs felt that parents had left discipline to teachers and schools while 




were also blamed for inciting students to demonstrate.” (Oduor & Ayaga, The 
Standard Newspaper, July, 20th 2016) 
The quotes above indicate that public discussion of the phenomenon of school fires 
was full of conjecture and supposition. What was the cause of fear? What does ‘lack of 
parental guidance’ mean? How were such conclusions reached? However, the reasons above 
do not differ markedly from the reasons suggested by government taskforce reports, other 
newspaper reports or in academic discourse. 
In 2016, however, newspaper reports highlighted another oft-ignored aspect of school 
violence in Kenya: gender. When it became apparent that more boys’ schools experienced 
arson than girls’ schools, the discourse changed, and gender became a focal point. There were 
newspaper headlines such as, “Boy child neglect cause of school unrest”(Akolo, 2016). The 
story was based on sentiments expressed by a member of the national union of teachers. The 
official went on to suggest boys were engaging in ‘activism’ to get attention since everyone 
was focussing on girls and neglecting them.  Such arguments strongly influenced the 
discussions on the causes of the school fires. This is one of the claims that this study sought 
to confirm or disconfirm.  
1.4.4. Social media 
Besides print media, there was also public discussion on the possible causes of school 
unrest, including the burning of schools in 2016. The discussions were conducted through 
posts, tweets, hashtags and trending topics. On social media, the discussions ranged from 
identifying possible causes to the condemnation of school administrators, parents, teachers 
and government to suggestions on possible solutions.  
The discussions were no longer local; they were global. It was through social media 




school shootings in America. Enjolras, Steen-Johnsen, & Wollebæk (2013, p.893) have 
argued that social media allows a local phenomenon to spread by bridging the gap between 
the local and the global. What was not clear was whether the global nature of the discussion 
brought about new perspectives into the probable causes and possible solutions.  
Another aspect of social media that featured significantly in the discourse on the 
burning of schools in 2016 was that social media themselves were blamed for fuelling the 
crisis. There were two arguments: one was that students from schools that had experienced 
arson were influencing those from schools that had not, and were daring them to burn their 
schools. The other was that students were engaging in copycat violence. Glenn (2016) had 
made a similar observation regarding the 2015 #FeesMustFall1 movement in South Africa. 
He argued that the reason the movement spread so fast across campuses was that students 
were communicating with one another and posting WhatsApp messages and Twitter feeds 
containing images and videos of the protests (p.2). The images encouraged other students to 
join the protests. In the case of the Kenyan school fires of 2016, it was alleged that students 
decided to join in the burning of schools because of stories narrated by other students on 
Facebook, Twitter and in WhatsApp groups. The truth of this assertion could be ascertained 
only by talking directly to the students.  
  
 
1 #FeesMustFall and related movements marked a wave of protest, some of it violent, in South African 




1.5. Statement of the Problem 
School violence in Kenya and arson in particular is a complex recurrent problem with 
ebbs and flows. School violence undermines the core mission of schools, that is, the 
socialization and education of the young (Fuchs, 2008, p.20). Malenya (2016, p.69) has noted 
that the expressed causes of school violence and the recommendations made have remained 
the same over the years. There could be two possible explanations for this. First, the 
government relies on the appointment of repeatedly similar task forces to find solutions to the 
problem. The second possible reason could be the methodology adopted by government 
taskforce committee members for instance: of visiting the affected schools and conducting 
oral interviews with students in a public meeting, gathering views from a few handpicked 
stakeholders and using those views to make recommendations. Sundaram (2013) also 
contends that research on youth violence focusses on young people’s understanding of 
“existing definitions of violence”, but it does not focus on young people’s own definition of 
violence and what influences their acceptance and use of violent behaviour (p.889). 
From the foregoing, I postulated that before any future recommendations and attempts 
at change were made, it was important to understand the various ways in which the 
phenomenon of school arson is understood in Kenya. This study puts forward a case for a 
paradigm shift in methodology by adopting a social representations approach towards 
studying understandings of school violence in Kenya, with special reference to the school 
fires that occurred in 2016.   
1.6. Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to understand the understandings of school violence, 
and arson in particular. The study aimed to explore whether there were differences in the 




parents) and the understandings presented by outsiders in government reports, print media 
and social media. 
1.7. Scope and Limitations 
Due to resource and time constraints, the study focussed on boys’ schools mainly 
because most of the schools that experienced arson were boys’ schools. Secondly, many 
studies on school violence and unrest in Kenya have looked at students, their grievances and 
reactions as well as made recommendations as if they were one homogeneous group. In their 
study, Artz, Riecken, MacIntyre, Lam, & Maczewski (2000, p.25) found that boys respond 
less positively to anti-violence messages than girls and they recommended that violence 
prevention programmes should be gender-specific to be beneficial (p.33).  
Thirdly, the study focussed on boys’ schools to avoid the pitfall of “recuperative 
masculinity” (Foster, Kimmel, & Skelton, 2001, p.5). Recuperative masculinity is the 
argument that whenever priority is given to girls, boys’ needs are subsumed under that 
priority. The argument has already been used to explain why more boys’ schools experienced 
arson. In a newspaper article by Lungai (2016), a Kenya Secondary School Heads 
Association official is quoted saying: 
“Over the past years, people have concentrated on the girl-child to such an 
extent that the boy child is no longer in the picture. The empowering of girls has 
swallowed up the boys who have not been equally empowered” (p.1) 
The official further argued that conditions in girls’ schools were much better than 
those in boys’ schools because society has neglected the welfare of boys. However, one of 
the causes of school violence in Kenya has been poor school facilities. This kind of argument 
would detract from the findings of this study if comparisons were made between boys and 




Lastly, I excluded the alleged perpetrators of the school fires from this study because 
the stigma associated with school arson made it difficult to obtain consent from their 
parents/guardians. 
1.8. Research Questions 
1. What representations of school arson in Kenya have there been in various 
media? 
a. What are the social representations of school arson in Kenyan print media 
generally? 
b. What are the social representations of school arson in Kenyan social 
media? 
2. What representations of school arson in Kenya are held by key actors in 
selected boys’ schools? 
a) What are the social representations of arson among a selection of 
parents of secondary school students in Kenya? 
b) What are the social representations of arson among a selection of 
secondary school students in Kenya? 
c) What are the social representations of arson among a selection of 





1.9. Research Objectives 
The main aim of this study was to understand the different understandings of school arson in 
Kenya. The specific objectives that would help achieve this aim were:  
i. To examine the views presented in government reports on school arson; 
ii. To explore the views presented in Kenyan print and social media; 
iii.  To interrogate the understandings of school arson through lived 
experiences of students, teachers and parents; and  
iv. To explore the differences (if any) between the understandings of school 
arson presented by outsiders (government reports, print media and social 
media) and the understandings of insiders (students, teachers and 
parents) 
1.10. Structure and Layout 
This dissertation followed the “thesis-by-publication” format. The thesis by 
publication format presented many advantages for me. Hemmings (2012, p.172) has noted 
that doctoral graduates who take up teaching positions are often unable to embark on research 
and publishing due to a heavy teaching load. However, publications are a crucial measure of 
performance. As I am a researcher returning to a full-time university teaching position, the 
PhD by publication afforded me an opportunity to publish since publications are an essential 
component of professional growth. 
The other motivating factor for opting for this format was the fact that the recurrent 
problem of school arson is underrepresented in academic writings. I designed the dissertation 
in such a way as to contribute to academic discourse on school arson. 
A key concern about the PhD by publication format is coherence (Badley, 2009, 




unified thesis. However, Niven & Grant (2012) have argued that coherence can be achieved 
through the introductory chapter and a concluding chapter that integrates the published papers 
into a unified thesis (p.108). This dissertation has been structured with due regard to ensuring 
that it maintains overall coherence.   
This dissertation contains five manuscripts submitted or in the preparation stage for 
submission to international peer-reviewed journals. The results section also includes a chapter 
on a brief inductive thematic analysis of government reports. The analysis of government 
reports is necessary because the discourse on the recurrent problem of school arson often lays 
blame on the lack of implementation of recommendations made by past task force reports on 
school unrest. This chapter provides background information on the way school unrest/arson 
has been dealt with in the past and provides a context for understanding the results presented 
in the manuscripts. Each of the manuscripts is presented as a separate chapter, with a brief 
introduction of how it answers a research question and how it is linked to the study presented 
in the introduction. It is for this reason that the traditional results and discussion sections have 
been omitted, because each article contains results and discussion sections. The manuscripts 
may contain inevitable overlaps and repetition in the introductions, the literature reviewed 
and the methods. This is because of the similarities in the data sets analysed, the procedure 
for data analysis and references cited in some instances. In other cases, I have found it 
necessary to repeat content to provide a context to make it easy for the reader to understand. 
School arson seems to be common in Kenya but not globally. The concluding chapter 
integrates the papers, and the thematic analysis chapter on government reports together into a 
unified thesis.  
The central aim of this study was to understand the different understandings of the recurrent 





1. Part 1 comprises Chapters One, Two and Three, in which I present the introduction, 
the context of the study, and research design and methodology. 
2. Part 2 comprises Chapters Four, Five and Six, in which I present an inductive 
thematic analysis of school arson in government reports and social representations of 
school arson in Kenyan print media and social media.  
3. Part 3 constitutes Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine in which I present the social 
representations of school arson among students, teachers and parents as presented in 
focus group discussions. 
4. Part 4 comprises Chapter Ten and Chapter Eleven, where I present my reflections on 
the study and the conclusion of the study.  
In the current chapter, Chapter One, I present the background to the study and review 
literature on school violence in general as well as the history of school violence in Kenya. I 
further present the research questions and objectives that guide that guided my study and 
conclude by presenting the structure of the dissertation. In Chapter Two, I present the context 
of the study by presenting the key elements of the school system in Kenya, discuss the 
colonial legacy on the education system and how I have conceptualised the concept of school 
violence for purposes of this study. In Chapter Three, I present the theoretical approach, 
research design and methodology. However, there is further detailed review of literature and 
description of method in the individual results chapters. Part 2 contains a thematic analysis of 
government reports chapter and two manuscripts (one fully accepted for publication and one 
submitted for review). In this section, I discuss the outside (etic) view of school arson as 
presented in government reports and in Kenyan print and social media. Chapter Four provides 
background information. Chapter Five answers research question 1A while Chapter Six 




In Part 3, I present the inside (emic) view of school arson held by the key actors 
(students, teachers and parents). I examine the views held by teachers and parents in Chapter 
Seven and answer research questions 2A and 2C. In Chapter Eight, I explore the social 
representations of school arson among a selected group of students and answer research 
question 2B. Lastly, in Chapter Nine, I explore the views of teachers and students on school 
arson and answer research questions 2B and 2C. The views of the key actors overlapped, or 
diverged in an interlinked manner even though the focus group discussions were held 
separately. It is worth mentioning that the emic/etic or outsider/insider dichotomy is used 
loosely to refer to proximity in engaging with students and schools and not necessarily to refer 
those directly affected by the school fires.  
 Finally, Part 4 is made of Chapter Ten and Chapter Eleven. In Chapter Ten, which is 
the Reflexivity chapter, I reflect on my research experiences and how my position and identity 
may have influenced my interaction with my participants, my engagement with the data and 
the decisions I have made. In Chapter Eleven, I present the conclusion of the study. I will tie-
in the findings presented in the results chapters, discuss their implications, discuss the 
limitations of the study and make recommendations for future research.  





Table 1: Structure and layout of the thesis 




Part 1 1 Introduction  
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 3 Research Design and 
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7 Social representations of 
school arson among 
teachers and parents 
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 8 Social representations of 
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NB: My supervisors are my co-authors in these articles based on the ethical publication 
criteria promulgated by COPE (Committee on Publication Ethics http://publicationethics.org/  
1.11. Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, I presented the background to the study and the rationale for carrying 
out this research. I have also discussed the research questions and objectives. Lastly, I have 




CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY  
2.0 Introduction 
The discourse on school violence in Kenya, and specifically school arson, often 
makes reference to the structure and organisation of the school system. In this chapter, I 
present the organisation of the school system to provide a background that can help readers 
understand possible links between the schooling experience and the recurrent problem of 
school arson.  
2.1. Structure of the Formal School System in Kenya 
In 1985, the system of education in Kenya changed from the one inherited from the 
British colonial government to the current 8-4-4 educational system. The 8-4-4 system 
comprises 8 years of primary school, 4 years of secondary school and 4 years of higher 
education (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, p.255). Although not fully captured in the name 8-4-4 
system, the system also has a pre-primary component where children attend 2 to 3 years of 
pre-primary school. Apart from core subjects (Maths, English and Kiswahili), the curriculum 
included various vocational subjects. The aim was to provide two pathways of exiting 
primary education: complete the primary cycle of education and enter the labour market, or 
proceed to high school and later on to higher university. Similarly, the secondary school 
curriculum included both academic and pre-vocational subjects (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, 
p.258). The change in the system of education was a result of recommendations made by the 
Presidential Working Party on the Second University in Kenya. Although the terms of 
reference required the Working Party to “examine the feasibility of setting up a second 
university, they addressed themselves to the need to restructure the whole school system” 
(Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, p.255). The system of education was implemented despite concerns 
that it would not improve employability and that it would water down the quality of basic 




educational system (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, p.261). Figure 3 is a visual illustration of the 




Figure 3: Structure of 8-4-4 system 
This study focusses on the basic education segment of school system with specific 





2.2. Free Primary Education  
In January 2003, the newly elected government introduced free primary education, 
prompting an unprecedented increase in enrolment. Enrolment in public primary schools 
increased from 5.9 million to 7.2 million (Tooley, Dixon, & Stanfield, 2008, p.450). While 
free primary education is assumed to be necessary to ensure access to education for the poor, 
it comes with its own challenges. In Kenya, for instance, increased enrolment posed a 
challenge to schools. Schools reported “acute shortages of teachers, physical facilities and learning 
materials” (Oketch & Somerset, 2010, p.vii).  
 
High enrolment in 2003 meant that there would be high number of students joining 
high school in 2011. This signalled an increase in the number of children transiting to 
secondary school, with a number of attendant problems. The secondary schools had not 
expanded to accommodate the high number of primary school leavers joining high school. 
This most certainly led to congestion. However, not all schools were congested. Oketch & 
Somerset, (2010) have noted that although transition to secondary schools had improved over 
the years, students transiting to secondary schools were not doing so on an equal footing. 
Public secondary schools in Kenya are arranged in a “tripartite hierarchy” with a “tiny 
number of prestigious national schools at the top of the pyramid”, extra-county and county 
schools in the middle and sub-county schools (mostly day schools) at the bottom of the 
pyramid (Oketch & Somerset, 2010, p.15). 
Further, Oketch & Somerset (2010) note that the so-called national schools are 
“robust institutions, buttressed by well-established traditions and supported by influential old 
pupils” (Oketch & Somerset, 2010, p.15). The competition to join these schools is intense, 
with the odds being “1 in 100 winning a place in a national secondary” (Oketch & Somerset, 
2010, p.15). It is worth noting that this hierarchical structure is a carry-over from the old 




(Olson, 1972, p.51). The names these elite national secondary schools bore before they were 
Africanised are quite telling: Duke of York, Prince of Wales School, and The Kenya 
European Girls’ High School among others. For students who score a good mark at the end of 
the primary school cycle, which grants them access to a national secondary school, the 
prospects of joining university increase considerably.  
Table 2 below provides a summary of performance in the Kenya Certificate of 
Secondary Education (KCSE) from 2010 to 2015.  
 
 
Table 2: Summary of KCSE performance (2010-2014) 
KCSE Grade Male Female 
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
A 934 1,315 1,277 1,855 2,133 632 615 698 867 940 
A- 4,425 6,322 5,947 6,276 7,644 2,140 2,741 3,288 3,492 4,124 
B+ 8,620 11,150 11,753 10,776 12,606 4,117 5,240 5,977 6,237 7,208 
B 11,616 14,793 15,962 15,315 17,941 6,557 8,151 9,221 9,341 11,378 
B- 15,103 18,344 18,936 18,216 21,997 9,624 11,771 12,174 12,648 16,318 
C+ 19,502 22,474 22,180 21,836 25,978 13,864 16,742 16,291 16,515 21,450 
C+ and 
Above 
60,200 74,398 76,055 74,274 88,299 36,934 45,260 47,649 49,100 61,418 
C 24,329 27,631 27,134 26,492 30,699 19,440 22,334 21,771 22,079 27,989 
C- 28,178 31,955 31,582 32,385 36,015 24,232 26,890 27,166 28,378 34,662 
D+ 30,497 34,093 35,655 37,703 38,749 26,265 29,760 31,548 34,100 37,449 
D 29,532 32,995 37,694 39,672 37,365 27,329 31,397 35,872 38,505 36,136 
D- 20,245 23,741 26,436 28,542 24,542 20,962 23,532 25,997 27,251 23,174 
E 3,227 3,684 4,263 3,913 3,227 2,971 2,916 3,621 3,126 2,409 
Total 196,208 228,497 238,819 242,981 258,896 158,133 182,089 193,624 202,539 223,237 
Source: Kenya National Examinations Council             
 
The best grade a student can attain at the end of the secondary school cycle is an 
overall ‘A’ grade which assures them of entry into university as well as admission to top-
ranked courses such as medicine, engineering, law among others. For instance, in 2010, there 
were 934 male students attaining an overall ‘A’ grade and 632 female students. Table 3 






Table 3: KCSE grading system 
Grade Points Interpretation 
A 12 Excellent performance 
A- 11 
B+ 10 
B 9 Good performance 
B- 8   
C+ 7 Average performance 
C 6   
C- 5   
D+ 4 Fair performance 
D 3   
D- 2   
E 1 Poor performance 
 
For a student to join a public university, where fees are much lower than in private 
universities, they must score a minimum grade of C+. In 2010, for instance, 60,200 male 
students and 36,934 female students qualified for admission to public universities. Table 2 
(p.23) shows that the percentage of those that score a university entry grade is often less than 
half of the total number of candidates. It is worth noting that vacancies in public universities 
are also limited. Therefore, the cut-off mark for university entry can sometimes be adjusted 
upwards.  
2.3. Competence-Based Curriculum 
The 8-4-4 system of education has faced a lot of criticism over the years. As a result, 
the government has undertaken piecemeal curriculum reviews from time to time to improve 
the system and align it to global trends.  In response to the criticism that the 8-4-4 system is a 
highly stressful and examination-oriented system that produces graduates who are not well-




curriculum.  The 8-4-4 system is being phased out to pave the way for a new system of 
education- the Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC) whose main mission is to nurture every 
learner’s potential (Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, 2017, p.10). The 
implementation is currently at the pre-primary and lower primary levels. Below (Figure 4) is 
the structure of the new curriculum:  
 
 
Figure 4: Structure of CBC education system 
Source: (Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, 2017) 
 
In summary, the context within which I explore the recurrent problem of school arson 
is an environment in which there is a hierarchical three-tier classification of schools, with 
some well-endowed schools and some poorly equipped schools. It is also a highly 
competitive, high stakes testing environment riddled with teacher shortages, exam 
malpractice and limited opportunities for students who do not attain a good grade.  
2.4. An Enduring Colonial Legacy 
Education systems in Africa are “… characterised by old habits, structures and 




exception to this assertion. Education systems were inherited from colonial governments, and 
the influence of colonialism may still be present in the way educational institutions are 
structured in postcolonial Africa.  Healy-Clancy (2013) has noted that Western education was 
a joint venture between colonial administrations and missionaries, whose main agenda is 
summarised below:  
  “... ‘[t]he best education of youth born heathen, …must be given through the 
instrumentality of missionary institutions in their respective countries’, although 
‘under the paternal care’ of American missionaries there” (p.20).   
Similarly, Sifuna & Otiende (2006) have summarised the aims of the introduction of 
Western education in colonial Africa, thus: 
“Colonial administrations and the missionaries attached so much importance to 
education that it had to be organised to inculcate the values of western civilisation in 
the minds of those who were to loyally serve the occupying power. The advantages to 
be gained by Africans were not primary objectives of colonial education. A foreign 
culture was imposed through Christianity and education” (pp. 189-190). 
In Kenya, for instance, the current structure of schools, including boarding schools, is 
a carry-over from the structure put in place by the British colonial government. In his memoir, 
wa Thiong’o (2012) explains his experience of schooling in a typical elite Kenyan boarding 
school:  
 “In general, the Alliance classroom of our times abstracted knowledge from 
local reality. There were no attempts to mine local knowledge. In literature 
classrooms for instance, … English texts were the norm and Europe the 




 Healy-Clancy (2013) makes a comment that captures the view that one of the aims of 
Western education was the ‘acculturation’ of young children.  
“Like educated elites throughout much of Africa in the late nineteenth through mid-
twentieth centuries, mission educated Africans in South Africa found the skills and 
expectations they had forged in the classroom clashed radically with the constraints 
facing them outside…” (p. 1) 
As I explore the different understandings of school arson, I remain aware of the colonial 
legacy of Kenya’s education system and of the possibility that current discourses may include 
references to a problematic colonial past whose legacy may still influence schools in the current 
postcolonial context.  
2.5. School violence: individual pathology or a contextualised problem?  
School violence is a global problem that attracts media attention, but it mostly attracts 
attention when it involves extreme forms of violence.  Toby (1994) notes that the media 
highlights the extreme cases of school violence because “...they are frightening, …they arise 
suddenly with little or no warning, yet with great force” (p.4). The forms of school violence 
highlighted by the media vary. News media in different countries highlight the type of school 
violence that is most extreme depending on the context. 
In America and Europe, school shootings receive the greatest news media attention 
(Parks, 2009, p.8). In America, the Columbine school shootings of 1999 received intense 
media coverage (Larkin, 2007, p.2; Muschert, 2007, p.67) and the incident was considered to 
be one of the worst cases of school violence. The shooting left 13 people dead and 23 
wounded (Bockler, Seegar, Sitzer, & Heitmeyer, 2013, p.11). In Germany, it is the 2002 
Erfurt school shooting, in which 16 students died, that received intense media coverage  




assailants died by suicide after carrying out the shootings. In South Korea, the media mostly 
highlights bullying (Lee & Oh, 2012, p.550) mainly because of its association with suicide 
among adolescents who experience peer victimisation (Hong & Eamon, 2009, p.612; Koo, 
Kwak, & Smith, 2008, p.120). Lastly, in South Africa, the forms of school violence that are 
highlighted in the news media include violent robbery, murder and rape (Harber, 2001, 
p.262).  
The focus on school shootings or bullying has had a bearing on the type of scholarly 
research carried out to make meaning of the school violence phenomenon and consequent 
attempts made to find solutions. The focus on school shootings and bullying, for instance, has 
led to more research on understanding what causes the individual shooter/bully to engage in 
such forms of violence. There is focus on individual characteristics of the perpetrators of 
school violence. School shooters have been described as loners who have few or no friends 
(Meloy, Hempel, Mohandie, Shive, & Gray, 2001; Newman, Fox, Harding, Mehta, & Roth, 
2004) or those that do not have the skill of solving social problems  (Verlinden, Hersen, & 
Thomas, 2000). Bullies, on the other hand, have been characterised as students who have low 
empathy (Farrington & Baldry, 2010) and low self-control (Moon, Hwang, & McCluskey, 
2011), among others. However, Bantjes & Nieuwoudt (2011) have argued that blaming 
individual psychopathology for disruptive behaviours in schools, ignores the role played by 
the “…organisational, cultural and socio-political environment…” that precipitates these 
behaviours (p. 30).  
Højholt & Kousholt (2020) have suggested that in researching schools, there is need 
“… to take into account both the subjective and situated dimensions and the societal and 




“Schools often represent the political, cultural, ethnic and economic fabric of the 
community and what goes on inside the doors of each building is often indirectly, if 
not directly, tied to the larger community” (p.83).  
Therefore, in this study. I take cognisance of the fact that schools in Kenya are 
influenced by the local environment in which they are located, the national environment, the 
historical context, the current socio-political climate as well as the global environment. I 
investigate the phenomenon of school arson, taking into account these multiple contexts.  
In addition, the phenomenon of school arson in Kenya is characterised by 
‘anonymity’. It is often not possible to pinpoint the actual arsonists because most school fires 
happen under the cover of darkness. This may be one of the reasons why the court cases 
involving school arson take long to successfully prosecute. Therefore, a study designed to 
focus on individual pathology or aimed at understanding individual arsonists might not be 
fruitful. It is partly for this reason that this study adopts the social representations approach to 
help take into account multiple voices and multiple contexts (cultural, historical, political, 
social, colonial and postcolonial). 
2.6. Chapter summary  
In Chapter Two, I have presented a brief overview of the Kenyan school system, both 
the 8-4-4 system and the new Competence Based Curriculum. I have also presented some of 
the challenges that face the school system to provide a context for some of the findings that I 
discuss in the results chapters. Secondly, I have highlighted the influence of colonialism on 
the school system in Kenya and why it is necessary to pay attention to vestiges of the colonial 
legacy revealed through the data I will be analysing in this study. Thirdly, I have clarified 
how the concept of school violence, with particular reference to school arson in Kenya, is 




focussed on individual pathology but rather on the social, historical, political and 




CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL APPROACH, RESEARCH 
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
3.0 Theoretical Framework 
Having adopted a constructionist (Burr, 1995, p.2) epistemology, I focussed on 
finding a theory that was versatile and flexible enough to allow for multiple interpretations of 
reality to be explored. I searched for a theory that would link my research questions and my 
methodology but still accommodate other theories if I needed them to interpret data. Social 
representations theory provided the framework that I needed. Rateau, Moliner, Guimelli, & 
Abric ( 2012) have noted that while social representations theory has been criticised for being 
imprecise and flexible, it is this flexibility that allows the theory to be adaptable (p. 488).  
Social representations theory was first promulgated by Moscovici (1984, p.24). Social 
representations refer to the ways in which a group collectively elaborates a social object for 
‘purposes of behaving and communicating’ and they “are about processes of collective 
meaning-making resulting in common cognitions which produce social bonds uniting 
societies, organizations and groups” (Höijer, 2011, p.3). Howarth (2006, p.69) argues that 
social representations “…give us a way of making sense of and so constituting socially 
significant phenomena”. Social representations emerge when a new phenomenon subverts 
social rules (Moscovici & Duveen, 2000, p.22) because they help make “the unfamiliar 
familiar” (Wagner and Hayes, 2005, p.210; Moscovici & Duveen, p.37). 
The key tenets from social representations theory that are relevant to this study are the 
twin socio-cognitive processes of anchoring and objectification. Anchoring involves 
comparing the unfamiliar phenomenon into some existing structure of knowledge or to 
“relate the content and structure of previous knowledge to the new phenomenon in order to 
make sense of it” (Sarrica and Contarello, 2004, p.550). For instance, if high school students 




abuse or lack of proper socialization due to bad parenting. Objectification refers to the 
process of transforming the unknown into a concrete object that can be perceived and 
experienced by our senses (Höijer, 2011, p.12). Objectification completes the process of 
anchoring. For instance, newspaper articles reporting on the phenomenon may represent such 
students using photographs of ‘unkempt’ young men standing outside a bar or near a burning 
metal box. The two processes inherently complement each other: a new object is understood 
through anchoring but becomes part of common sense through objectification (Wagner et al., 
1999, p.99). Objectification serves the function of capturing the essence of the school arson 
phenomenon,  making it intelligible and weaving it into the fabric of the public’s common 
sense (Wagner et al., 1999, p.99).  
In this study, I also applied the concept of “polyphasia” (Moscovici & Duveen, 2000, 
p.245). Sarrica and Contarello (2004, p.551) have noted that it is possible for different groups 
within the same cultural framework to take up distinct positions in the representational field. 
Similarly, different groups of people can have different representations of the same object 
(Rateau et al., 2012, p. 489). This view fits in well with the constructionist view that 
knowledge is situated and that different people can have different interpretations of the same 
‘reality’. Jovchelovitch (1996) also argues that social representations develop through the 
media, through conversations, through narratives among many other forms of social 
mediation, but the construction of social representations is not a neutral process. She further 
opines that “…some groups have a greater chance than others to assert their version of 
reality” (Jovchelovitch, 1996, p.127).  
The flexibility of social representations theory allowed me to interpret multiple 
understandings of the recurrent problem of school arson carefully taking into account the 




draw on any relevant theory as demanded by the data. In this study, I drew upon other 
theories such as hegemonic masculinity, trauma theory, moral panics and framing because 
studying the phenomenon of school arson became more and more interdisciplinary as I 
engaged with the data. But social representations theory provided the latitude for me to do so. 
Despite the latitude that social representations theory provided, I recognised that the 
theory has also come under a lot of criticism, especially for engaging in cognitive 
reductionism.  The two socio-cognitive processes of anchoring and objectification are often 
viewed as cognitive processes that can be subsumed under cognitive psychology (Semin, 
1985). However, Billig (1993) has countered this argument and stated that the view that 
social representations theory is overly cognitive in orientation is based on a misunderstanding 
resulting from critics equating anchoring and objectification to categorisation and schemata – 
two cognitive psychology processes. To avoid being trapped in the debate of cognitive 
psychology, I adopted the view held by  Bauer & Gaskell (1999) of focussing more on the 
function of the social representations theory and less on the contents of representations. In 
this study, I focus more on what the social representations do, that is,  the “… historical roots, 
the immediate social function and the future implications of particular representations” 
(Voelklein & Howarth, 2005).  
3.1. Research Design 
In this study, I chose to use a qualitative research design and a constructionist 
worldview (Creswell, 2014, p.37) aimed at exploring the different understandings of school 
arson that exist among outsiders (government reports, print media reports and social media 
discussions) and insiders (students, teachers and parents). A qualitative research design was 
ideal in this case because it allowed me to “collect participant meanings, focus on a single 
phenomenon and study the context of the participants” (Creswell, 2014, p.48). The study 




with key actors). In qualitative methodology, knowledge is situated and subjective. 
Qualitative research is concerned with how individuals experience phenomena or how 
experience is constructed in people’s everyday lives (Silverman, 2017, p.133). The researcher 
and the participants are co-creators of knowledge.  
An exploratory inductive study made it possible to gain an in-depth understanding of 
my participants and through inductive coding of both primary and secondary data. The 
qualitative research design is advantageous because of its flexibility. It allowed me to use 
different methods to collect data that would help me gain a full understanding of the recurrent 
phenomenon of school arson. I used desktop searches, library searches, online real-time 
tracking of the Twitter stream and a simple search using Tweet Deck to obtain secondary 
data/secondary documents (Gibson & Brown, 2009, pp. 66-67) . I also used focus groups to 
obtain primary data. The procedures for sampling and collecting the data are described in 
detail in each of the research chapters (from Chapter Four to Chapter Nine).  
3.1.1. Use of secondary documents for the study 
Gibson & Brown (2009) have classified documents used in research into two: primary 
and secondary documents (pp. 66-67). They define secondary documents as those that “take 
the form of newspaper articles, academic work and other forms of reportage that are 
secondary with respect to the events and accounts with which they engage and on which they 
report” (p.67). In this study, I use the term “secondary documents” to refer to government 
reports, newspaper articles and word documents created using social media posts (tweets).  
The main problem with using documents is access. However, for this study, all 




Social media data were sourced according to ESOMAR guidelines2. Secondly, although the 
search for documents is time consuming and the data generated is massive, the rich data the 
documents provided enriched this study.  
3.1.2. Sampling for the interview component of the study 
I used purposive sampling because it allowed me to focus on the characteristics of the 
population that were of interest and which were relevant to the research question/s 
(Nieuwenhuis, 2007, p79) and that would help achieve the objectives of the study.  
I used two types of purposive sampling to select the sample: typical case and extreme 
case sampling. Typical case sampling is used when the aim is to focus on the normality or 
typicality of the cases (Collins, 2010, p.358). Researchers also choose research participants 
because they are “typical of the phenomenon under examination” (Tracy, 2013, p.137). The 
term typicality, in this case, was applied to select a typical boys’ secondary school in Kenya 
that had experienced incidents of arson. Findings from such a school can be compared to 
similar samples. However, in the 2016 school arson crisis, two incidents of school arson 
attracted more attention than the other cases. This is based on the discussions these cases 
generated on radio, on social media and in print media.  One school was a national school 
(refer to the context in Chapter Two) and the other school (a county school) had seven 
dormitories burnt in one night. The two schools helped meet the criteria of extreme case 
sampling, that is, cases that demonstrate the phenomenon of interest in an extreme or in an 
unusual way (Collins, 2010, p.358).  
A national school admits top students from across the country while a county school 
admits ‘B’ students from across the country but reserves about twenty percent of the 
 
2 ESOMAR (https://www.esomar.org/what-we-do/about-us) is a Netherlands-based organization which provides 




vacancies for students from within the county. For comparison purposes and to increase the 
sample, two schools of equal status (national and county) that did not experience incidents of 
arson were also included in the sample. In total, the sample consisted of four boys’ secondary 
schools. The sample was further stratified before the final selection of focus group 
participants. For each of the results chapters, I have presented how the sample was stratified 
depending on the focus of the journal article.  
3.1.3. Recruitment of participants 
Access to the schools was provided by the head teachers who appointed a link person 
(Senior teacher or Dean of Studies or Deputy head teachers) whom I liaised with to locate 
key informants from among the students, teachers and parents.  
Since these were boarding schools, the process of recruiting the participants involved 
two stages. I interacted with the students and explained the nature of the study before 
selecting key informants. The key informants included student leaders, prefects, class leaders 
and ordinary members of the student body. The participants were given minor consent forms 
(assent forms in Appendix E2) and parent/legal guardian consent forms between September 
and October 2017. I discussed the content and requirements of the consent forms and asked 
the students to discuss both sets of forms with their parents during the holidays. The second 
stage, involved collecting the consent forms from the students when schools opened in 
January 2018. Two participants withdrew from the study because their parents were 
uncomfortable with a study involving school fires for fear of victimisation. I recruited two 
new participants, and I collected their consent forms after the half-term break in February 
2018. 
The teachers were recruited on school days during their free time (lunch break or after 




the study before selecting key informants. The selected teachers signed consent forms before 
the focus groups were scheduled. I recruited the parents were on the days when the Board of 
Management meetings were scheduled in some schools or during visiting days in others or 
parent-teacher consultation days. The link persons would facilitate the meetings between the 
first author and the parents. I took care to schedule the focus group discussions on days that 
were convenient for them. I took into account that these were boarding schools and that 
parents would need to travel, sometimes this involved long-distance travel, to attend the focus 
group discussions. Whenever my schedule of the focus groups inconvenienced them, I would 
re-schedule the meetings.  
3.1.4. Focus Groups 
I used focus group discussions to collect primary data. Morgan & Hoffman (2018) 
recommend the use of focus groups when the goal of the study is to understand consensus 
and diversity (p. 251). Focus groups help examine “…not only what people think but how 
they think and why they think that way” (Kitzinger, 1995, p.299). The contributions made by 
each participant allow for the construction of a cohesive picture (Goebert, 2002, p.6) of the 
phenomenon under study. Secondly, the method relies on interaction and it is this interaction 
that allows the researcher to use participants’ discussions to produce data that would 
otherwise be inaccessible without the interaction of participants (Morgan, 2019, pp.4-5). 
Lastly, focus groups are versatile.  Morgan & Hoffman (2018) have noted that focus groups 
are a “… general purpose qualitative method that can be used with a variety of 
epistemological frameworks” (p.252). The other critical consideration when choosing focus 
group for this study was that focus group interviews allow the researcher to investigate how 
people in a group “…collectively make sense of a phenomenon” (Bryman, 2008, p.476) and 




questions  (Barbour, 2008, p.133). Focus groups were well suited for achieving the aim of 
exploring the different understandings of school arson. 
One main disadvantage of focus groups is that proceedings are difficult to summarise 
(Denscombe, 2010, p.193). It is worth noting, however, that the same weaknesses of semi-
structured interviews allow researchers to collect such rich data that,  according to 
Alshenqeeti, (2014,p.40),  the risk is worth taking. The second disadvantage is the small 
sample size. Morgan & Krueger (1993) have noted that “focus group samples are usually 
both unrepresentative and dangerously small” (p. 14). This was, however, not a concern for 
this study it would be a concern if there not a need to make statistical generalisations. The 
aim of this study was to understand the different understandings of the recurrent problem of 
school arson and not to make any generalisations.  
I conducted the focus group discussions once or twice, depending on the depth of the 
responses I received. Each focus group comprised eight participants. All the participants were 
interviewed in English. The participants were free to respond in either English or Kiswahili 
since I am conversant with Kiswahili. In Kenya, it is common for speakers to switch between 
English and Kiswahili in everyday conversations. I took this into account during the focus 
group discussions. An in-depth description of how I conducted the focus group discussions is 
given in each of the individual journal articles in Chapters 4 to 9.   
3.1.5. Data Analyses  
The government reports and newspaper articles were scanned and converted to 
editable pdf files while tweets were downloaded off screen captures and pasted onto blank 
word documents to create editable word documents that were uploaded onto ATLAS.ti v.8. 
This was done to facilitate the coding of the data in ATLAS.ti. All interviews were 




data. The readings helped me become thoroughly familiar with the data. I read the interview 
transcripts while listening to the tape recordings to confirm that they were a true reflection of 
the focus group discussions. The readings also helped me corroborate the information across 
data sets before I started the analysis. For instance, the information reported in print media 
differed with the information in one transcript. I followed up by asking two participants who 
were in that particular focus group to read through the transcript and confirm the information. 
I was able to confirm that the media reports had been wrong.  
All the data were uploaded onto ATLAS.ti v. 8 for coding. The data were  
thematically analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012, 2019) six steps 
of inductive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis allowed me to explore meaningful patterns 
and classify them into themes. The other advantage that thematic analysis has is that it 
generates research findings that are readily understood by policy makers and the general 
public (Howitt, 2010, p.164). The six-steps and the coding procedures were adapted for each 
individual data set. More details on thematic analysis are explained in the results chapter/ 
individual journal articles from Chapter Four to Chapter Nine of the dissertation.  
3.1.6. Ethical considerations 
Ethical approval for this study was provided by the Stellenbosch University 
Humanities Research Ethics Committee (Project number: REC-2017-0151-581; see 
Appendix B1) as well the National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation 
(NACOSTI) in Kenya [Permit number: NACOSTI/P/17/43769/19225; see Appendices B2 (i) 
and B2 (ii)]. Further permission was sought from the respective County Directors and sub-
county directors of education depending on the location of the schools included in the sample 




Permission was also sought from my participants. Parents and teachers signed consent 
forms (see Appendix E1). Students signed assent forms (see Appendix E2), and they were 
also provided with parental consent forms (see Appendix E3). The participants were provided 
with my contact information, my supervisor’s contact information and the details of the 
contact person at the Division for Research Development of Stellenbosch University in case 
they needed to consult or clarify information. All the information was contained in their 
individual consent/assent/parental consent forms. 
A counsellor was also recruited for the study in case the focus group discussions 
brought back bad memories or became upsetting to any of the participants (see appendices D1 
and D2).  
3.2. Chapter summary 
In this chapter, I have presented my epistemological standpoint and presented my 
theoretical framework. I have also summarised the key elements of my research design and 
given reasons for the choice of my methods. Since this is a thesis by publication, I have 
avoided repeating most of the details on research methodology because I adapted the 
methods, especially in terms of sampling and data analysis, to suit each manuscript. I have 





STRUCTURE OF THE RESULTS CHAPTERS 
The results chapters are in two parts: In Part 2 , I present the chapters that present the 
outside view (etic understandings of school arson) (Tracy, 2013, p.21). The first chapter in 
Part 2 presents findings of a brief inductive thematic analysis of government reports as a way 
of providing a context for the chapters that follow. Government reports are generated by 
taskforces that are appointed by the government whenever the school fires crisis flares and 
causes public outrage. In this study, the views presented in government reports are classified 
under ‘outside views’ of school arson. Part 2 also presents two manuscripts; one dealing with 
the social representations of school arson on Kenyan print media while the second manuscript 
explores the social representations of school arson on Kenyan social media.  
 In part 3, I present the chapters that present the emic understandings of school arson  
(Tracy, 2013, p.21) or the inside view. This section presents the lived experiences of teachers, 
students and parents. I adopt the view that these are the ‘actors’ who experience the 
consequences of the recurrent problem of school arson directly. The section comprises three 
manuscripts presented as individual chapters. In these chapters. I explore the social 
representations of school arson among a selected number of secondary school teachers, 
students from four boys’ secondary schools (two schools experienced arson and two schools 





INTRODUCTION TO PART 2 
In this section, I present the social representations of school arson through an analysis 
of the views presented in government reports, Kenyan print media and on Kenyan social 
media. The section contains:  
i. Chapter Four: A chapter presenting a summary of government reports. This chapter 
provides useful background information for understanding the chapters which follow 
in this and the following parts of the thesis  
ii. Chapter Five (Manuscript 1): Representing school arson in Kenya: An analysis of 
newspaper reporting  
iii. Chapter Six (Manuscript 2): The “School burning Olympics”: Social representations 





CHAPTER FOUR: A BRIEF SUMMARY OF GOVERNMENT 
REPORTS ON SCHOOL ARSON IN KENYA 
4.0 Introduction 
In Kenya, the use of commissions of inquiry to generate government reports that 
inform government policy dates back to the colonial era. The earliest commissions of inquiry 
included the 1909 Fraser commission appointed to recommend a structure of education in the 
East African Protectorate ( Sifuna & Otiende, 2006, p.193) and the 1924 Phelps-Stokes 
commission that recommended practically oriented education for African communities 
(Eshiwani, 1993, p.24). The tradition of education commissions of inquiry continued after 
independence, with the appointment of the 1963 Ominde Commission to conduct a survey of 
the existing educational resources and to advise the government in the formulation and 
implementation of national policies for education (Eshiwani, 1993, p.26; Sifuna & Otiende, 
2006, p.240) and the 1981 Mackay Commission that recommended a change in the education 
system among others (Eshiwani, 1993, pp.28-9). The commissions of inquiry are often named 
after the chairpersons who headed the commissions.  
The government reports on school unrest in secondary schools in Kenya referred to in 
this thesis are situated within this context. Whenever school violence in Kenya flares, 
especially when it draws public outrage, the government responds by appointing a 
commission of inquiry to investigate the problem. Table 4 below presents a summary of the 
four taskforces/commissions of inquiry that have generated reports on school unrest and their 





Table 4: Summary of government taskforces on school unrest 
Report Year Terms of reference 
The Report of the 
Presidential Committee on 
Student Unrest and 
Indiscipline in Kenyan 
Schools (Ministry of 
Education, 1991) 
1991 
To investigate, make recommendations and report on: 
causes of unrest and indiscipline in educational institutions 
with special reference to secondary schools in relation to: -   
i. Academic performance and participation in co-
curricular activities of girls in mixed secondary 
schools vis-a-vis that of boys. 
ii. Adequacy of guidance and counselling in mixed 
secondary schools. 
iii. Physical facilities in mixed secondary schools. 
iv. Discipline of students in schools, especially in 
mixed secondary schools. 
v. Any other recommendations related to the subject  
vi. Management of secondary schools. 
The Report of the Task Force 
on Student Discipline and 
Unrest in Secondary Schools 
(Ministry of Education, 
2001) 
2001 
To brainstorm with various stakeholders in education and 
make recommendations on issues related to the following:  
i. Discipline in secondary schools. 
ii. Strategies for the achievement of UPE, EFA by the 
years 2005 and 2015 respectively. 
iii. Ways of increasing transition rate from primary to 
secondary. 
To determine and make recommendations on any other issue 
which the Task Force finds relevant. 
The Report of the 
Departmental Committee on 
Education, Research and 
Technology on the Inquiry 
into Students’ Unrests and 
Strikes in Secondary Schools 
(Republic of Kenya, 2008)  
2008 
i. To visit schools affected by the wave of unrest in 
each province;   
ii. Hold public hearings in each province to collect 
evidence from stakeholders in education on the 
possible root causes of the unrests and strikes and 
proposals on the way forward; and   
iii. Make recommendations that will deter future 
recurrence of unrest and strikes in secondary 
schools. 
The Report of the Special 
Investigations Team on 
Schools Unrest (Republic of 
Kenya, 2016) 
2016 
Members of the team were appointed on 19th July 2016, and 
their terms of reference were to:   
i. Ensure comprehensive investigation of ail c m of fires 
during second term 2016. 
ii. Review recommendations of past task forces on 
student unrest, review implementation status and 
propose methodology of effecting the balance of 
proposals,   
iii. Audit existing school safety and security regulations 
and systems and make recommendations on stricter 
measures to ensure high standards of discipline in 
schools. 
iv. Investigate the possible link between school unrest and 
devil worship, radicalisation, lesbianism/ 
homosexuality, drug and substance abuse, cultism 




The terms of reference indicate that the appointment of these commissions was aimed 
at finding solutions to the recurrent problem of school unrest, which in many instances is 
accompanied by arson. However, the use of commissions of inquiry has also generated much 
discourse on their effectiveness in solving the problem of school unrest, especially the 
recurrent problem of arson.  
The recurrent problem of school unrest, often accompanied by the burning down of 
school dormitories and disruption of learning activities is surprisingly predictable. It often 
occurs, as I have noted earlier, in the second term of the school calendar , and known as  “the 
second term curse” (Ngwiri, 2018). The term suggests that there is an element of fatigue and 
resignation towards the inevitable nature of the school fires. It is the same kind of fatigue 
expressed in the discourse surrounding government reports. Print media discourse 
(sometimes capturing public views through letters to the editor) suggests that there is 
something deficient in the use of commissions of inquiry to solve the problem (Wanzala, 
2017) . The reports generated by the commissions have assumed a life of their own, and there 
is often reference to government failure in using the recommendations in the reports to solve 
the problem of school fires. Every time the school fires flare, it is not uncommon to find 
newspaper reports suggesting that government reports with recommendations that would help 
solve the problem are “gathering dust” (Wanzala, 2017) and their recommendations, 
especially those concerning management of schools, have not been implemented because 
head teachers have not read the reports (Mureithi, 2016).  
Because of the constant reference to failure to implement these government reports as 
one of the main reasons why school fires recur year after year, I sought to conduct a brief 
thematic analysis of the views on school arson presented in the four government reports using 





4.1.1. The Sample 
All the government reports on school unrest generated by the four commissions of 
inquiry were included in the sample. The reports were too few and omitting any of them 
would not yield a comprehensive picture of the understandings of school arson presented in 
government reports. The 2001 report was purchased from the publisher (Jomo Kenyatta 
Foundation), the 1991 and 2008 reports were sourced from the Ministry of Education library, 
and the 2016 unpublished report was sourced from the Nation Media Group library.  
The four government reports were scanned and converted into editable pdf documents 
using Adobe Acrobat OCR (optical character recognition) tool. The files were then uploaded 
onto ATLAS.ti version 8 for coding.  
4.1.2. Data Analysis 
 There were three iterations of reading while becoming familiar with the data. The 
purpose of the first reading was to clean the data and to check that each page was accurately 
converted into editable text. The reports were then read a further two times in order for me to 
become thoroughly familiar with the contents of the reports, and for 1991 report, to select the 
section that was relevant to my research question. The terms of reference for the 1991 report 
extended beyond school unrest. 
In ATLAS.ti, the reports (further referred to as the data) underwent two cycles of 
coding. The first cycle of coding generated initial codes using phrases and words drawn from 
the data and the researchers’ interpretation of the data. The second cycle of coding involved 
checking for repeated codes and merging or deleting them (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p.63) or 




The final list of codes was used to create groups that were later merged into sub-
themes based on similarities and common words (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p.63; Nowell, 
Norris, White, & Moules, 2017, p.8).  For instance, groups such as ‘peer pressure’, ‘drug and 
substance abuse’ and ‘burnout’ were grouped under the sub-theme ‘student factors’. The code 
outputs for the key sub-themes were re-examined to generate patterns that would 
meaningfully help me interpret the data.  
A further review of the sub-themes helped identify “… tentative and temporary” 
candidate themes (Terry, 2015, p.110) such as ‘general boarding experience’, ‘external 
influence’, and ‘parental factors’ among others. The review of themes involved combining 
smaller repetitive themes and renaming others to ensure that they represented the data (Clarke 
& Braun, 2015, p.94). Finally, the candidate themes were reviewed, and the two overarching 
themes that helped to meaningfully and coherently represent the understandings of school 
arson as presented in the government reports were constructed. In government reports, school 
arson is presented as a phenomenon constituting ‘possible causes’ and which can be solved 
by implementing a number of ‘suggested solutions/recommendations.  
4.1.3. Results 
The table below is a summary of the most commonly expressed possible causes for 















1991 2001 2008 2016
1.  
 
General boarding school experience     
 
 Student factors (peer pressure, drug and 
substance abuse, hopelessness, burnout, 
fear of exams, devil worship and 
homosexuality) 
    
 
 School factors (dislike for school, poor 
living conditions, high handedness of 
prefects and headteachers, 
misappropriation of school funds, 
overcrowded dormitories, bad food, lack of 
entertainment, lack of communication 
between students and school 
administrators) 
    
 
 Teacher factors (absentee teachers, harsh 
punishment, inadequate coverage of 
syllabus, sexual harassment of students, 
heavy workload, underpaid and 
unmotivated)  
    
2.  
Government factors (ban on corporal punishment, 
inadequate staffing and funding of schools, unclear 
promotion criteria for teachers and headteachers, 
bureaucracy, lack of support for guidance and 
counselling programmes and failure to implement 
recommendations made by past commissions of 
inquiry)   
    
3. Parental factors (poor parenting; effect of 
modernisation on parenting) 
    
4.  External influence (morally decayed society with 
no role models) 
    
5. Technology (access to media and more recently 
internet and smartphones thus allowing for the 
influence of Western culture and consequent 
breakdown of African values) 







Below is a summary of the most commonly expressed suggested solutions/recommendations:  
Table 6: Summary of suggested solutions to school arson 
 Suggested solutions/Recommendations Report 
1991 2001 2008 2016
1. Parenting training programmes     
2. Strengthen guidance and counselling programmes in 
schools 
    
3. Improvement of living conditions in boarding schools     
4. Curriculum reform to accommodate all learners, to include 
African culture and life skills and a review of the teacher 
training curriculum 
    
5. Dialogue and consultation among all stakeholders to find 
solutions to problems affecting schools, and better 
communication between students and school managers 
    
6. More vetting for students seeking school transfers and 
recommendation that provides for possible exclusion of 
‘bad apples’ from school 
    
7. Post chaplains (spiritual leaders) to public schools to 
impart moral values in students 
    
 
Besides the recommendations summarised above, the 2016 government report contains 
one highly grounded sub-theme (recommendation) that does not occur in the other reports: 
professionalise security in schools. The task-force recommends the posting of professional 
security personnel to public schools, more fencing preferably with perimeter walls, installation 
of security camera’s CCTV and smoke detectors. They further suggest that there should be 
censorship of social media content.  
4.1.4. Discussion 
What is important to note is that the detail within two overarching themes (possible 
causes and suggested solutions/recommendations) is largely repeated across the four 
government reports despite the reports spanning a period of twenty-five years. There could be 




students to resort to violence have remained the same over the years, and there has been no real 
success at finding lasting solutions. Secondly, it is possible that the appointment of 
commissions of inquiry into school unrest in Kenya (like other commissions of inquiry 
elsewhere) is influenced by “short-term blame avoidance considerations, media salience and 
government popularity” (Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2010, p. 613). This view may also explain the 
common argument (especially in print media reports) that school fires in Kenya persist because 
of the government’s failure to implement the recommendations of past reports. If the 
appointment of the commissions of inquiry was driven more by the avoidance of blame or to 
appease public anger, for instance, there may be no commitment to implement the 
recommendations contained in the reports generated.  
Triangulation of the multiple data sets (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & 
Neville, 2014, p.545; Patton, 1999, 1195) analysed for this study revealed another underlying 
problem with the government reports on school unrest. The discourse in the print media 
suggested that the government was to blame for the recurrent problem of school fires for failing 
to implement the recommendations made in past reports. Similarly, teachers were blamed for 
failing to implement some of the recommendations contained in past reports that directly 
required teachers to act. While it is logical to expect teachers to be at the fore-front of 
implementing the recommendations, discussions with teachers revealed a different view of 
government reports as illustrated in the quotations below. The teachers revealed that most of 
them had not seen the contents of the government reports:  
RESPONDENT: Those reports are not made available to schools. (…) 
INTERVIEWER: You’ve never seen them? (…)  
RESPONDENT: No. We have read about them in papers and heard about them on TV 




INTERVIEWER: The rest of you have no idea what is in there? 
RESPONDENT: Yeah. 
INTERVIEWER: You don’t know what’s in those reports? 
RESPONDENT: We don’t. 
RESPONDENT: I doubt if they go to every school. (Charles, a teacher in a school that 
did not experience arson) 
The teachers in the focus group discussions further noted that the government may be 
appointing commissions of inquiry that generate very good reports but it has a problem of not 
communicating the contents of the reports effectively:  
INTERVIEWER: So, let me confirm, most of you have never seen the government 
reports on school unrest?  
RESPONDENT: We haven’t. I think the main reason is that teachers are not aware 
that the reports are out.  (…). The government has very good 
reports but poor communication (Oscar, a teacher in a school that 
did not experience arson) 
The teachers also noted that teachers are not part of the composition of the taskforces. They 
further opined that the lack of teacher representation might be one of the reasons why the 
recommendations made in the reports may fail even if they are implemented: 
RESPONDENT: In fact, what I would say about those task forces, even the 
composition, is made up of people who currently are not involved in 
schooling. And so, some of the solutions they also bring are completely 
non-practical. 
INTERVIEWER: They don’t work? 
RESPONDENT: They are very theoretical, so they don’t work. (Pam, a teacher in 




INTERVIEWER: What you are saying is that they should make the reports available 
to the teachers? 
RESPONDENT: Yes, they should because teachers are the ones on the ground and 
teachers should be involved in those task forces. You see like now you have 
more information about what is in the reports than we do because the 
information, I think, is discussed in a boardroom somewhere. (Tom, a teacher 
in a school that experienced arson) 
4.2. Conclusion 
The appointment of commissions of inquiry culminates in the publication of a 
government report (Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2010, p.60) but the report on its own is no panacea for 
the crisis that first led to the appointment of the commission of inquiry. As the results indicate, 
the effectiveness of the government report is, to an extent, dependent on implementation. 
However, implementation is also dependent on how practical the recommendations made are. 
From discussions with teachers, it is clear that the composition of the membership of the 
commissions may hold the key to successful implementation of the recommendations. 
Appointing commissions of inquiry in which teachers (who are conversant with what is 
happening in schools) are not represented, the government limits the practical utility of the 
recommendations made.  
Some of the recommendations may be impractical or counterproductive. For instance, 
the recommendation on increased surveillance and professionalising school security contained 
in the latest government report deserves special mention. The terms of reference for the 2016 
commission of inquiry mandated the taskforce members to review recommendations of past 
task forces on student unrest, synthesise the findings and propose an implementation strategy  
review implementation status and propose methodology of effecting the balance of 




to influence implementation and dictate policy in future because it is a synthesis of past reports, 
and it contains the latest views on school unrest. However, the suggestion on increased 
surveillance, introduction of professional security personnel in public schools and censor of 
social media content is worrisome. 
Hirschfield (2008) has referred to the adoption of such policies to manage student 
deviance as the “criminalisation of school discipline” (p.80) that started in the 1980s in the 
United States and which has influenced school discipline internationally. The criminalisation 
involves schools incorporating “criminal justice personnel expertise, technology, and actual 
legal processes into their disciplinary and security approaches” among other measures 
(Hirschfield, 2018, p. 44). However, Hyman & Perone (1998) have argued that the adoption of 
these strategies can be counterproductive and noted that overdependence on external 
intervention to solve students’ behaviour problems undermines school managers’ authority and 
increases behaviour problems (p.12).  
While school violence, such as the recurrent problem of school arson in Kenyan 
schools, is disruptive to the learning/teaching process, the solutions need to be grounded in 
psychological theory and research and not in punitiveness. With reference to the Australian 
and New Zealand contexts, Taylor & Kearney (2018) have pointed out that systems of school 
discipline should be underpinned by the recognition that external regulation and control will 
not bring about the development of the skills that children need to succeed in their future life 
(p.100). In keeping with this observation, there is a strong case for the involvement of teachers 
and other educationists in government commissions of inquiry and in helping find preventive 
solutions to school violence (Hyman & Perone, 1998, p.7). 
 Schools are relatively safe havens for children (DiGiulio, 2001, p71; Hyman & Perone, 




reported in the media. Perhaps the perception that the situation in schools is dire enough to 
warrant punitive behaviour management strategies is a result of exaggerated media reports that 
do not critically appraise the complexity of the school violence phenomenon (Hyman & 
Perone, 1998, p.12). This aspect of media reporting of school violence in the Kenyan context 
is explored further in the next chapter. 
4.3. Chapter summary 
In this chapter I have briefly interrogated the understandings of school arson in the four 
government reports and given an overview of the main themes. As indicated earlier, the views 
presented in government are considered ‘outsider views’ because they do not fully capture the 
lived experiences of the ‘insiders. In the next chapter, I explore the social representations of 




CHAPTER FIVE: MANUSCRIPT 1 
Representing school arson in Kenya: An analysis of newspaper reporting 
5.0 Introducing Manuscript 1 
In this paper, I used inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012) to 
explore the social representations of the recurrent problem of school arson in Kenyan print 
media. Media framing of a phenomenon can influence how individuals construct their own 
understanding of the phenomenon. Media as a key purveyor of public discourse (Raynor, 
Matthews, & Mayere 2017. p. 1519) can influence public discourse on school arson through 
framing (Goffman, 1974. p.11). An analysis of newspaper articles from the two main media 
houses in Kenya showed that the discourse on school arson in Kenyan print media did not 
focus on school arson per se. The school arson crisis afforded journalists an opportunity to 
comment on the postcolonial globalised Kenyan society. The paper answers research question 


















































































































































































CHAPTER SIX: MANUSCRIPT 2 
The “School burning Olympics”: Social representations of school arson in Kenyan social 
media 
6.0 Introducing Manuscript 2 
Discourse on school arson did not just happen in the print media. It was also a topic of 
discussion of social media. In the print media discourse, social media had been blamed for 
fuelling the school fires crisis in 2016. Using Twitter as an example, this paper explores the 
social representations of school arson on Twitter as presented by Kenyans on Twitter. The 
results revealed that the discussions on social media were carried out not only by students. 
This was corroborated during the focus group discussions with students. However, it is worth 
noting that the absence of discussions by students does not mean that the students did not 
discuss school arson. It is probable that they opted to hold these discussions in more private 
social media groups/fora rather than Twitter (which is more public).  
The discussions were carried out by adults who, in an attempt to process trauma, 
either empathised with the student or vilified them, thus projecting blame on to others. I draw 
comparisons with the school shootings in America and argue that just as school shootings 
have raised fundamental questions about how America views itself, the recurrent problem of 
school arson raises questions for Kenyans about what it means to be Kenyan in postcolonial 
Kenya. This paper answers research question 1B. This manuscript has been provisionally 




























































































INTRODUCTION TO PART 3 
In this section, I present the social representations of school arson through an analysis 
of the views of students, teachers and parents as presented in focus group discussions with 
participants from four boys’ secondary schools. Two schools experienced school arson in 2016, 
and two did not. The section contains:  
i. Chapter Seven (Manuscript 3): “Untie our hands”: Teachers’ and parents’ social 
representations of school arson in Kenya 
ii. Chapter Eight (Manuscript 4): “You know how boys are…”: Adolescent boys’ 
construction of masculinity and school arson in Kenya 
iii. Chapter 9 (Manuscript 5): School arson in Kenya: Culture, globalization and the 





CHAPTER SEVEN: MANUSCRIPT 3 
“Untie our hands”: Teachers’ and parents’ social representations of school arson in 
Kenya 
7.0 Introducing Manuscript 3 
In this article, the first of the manuscripts that explores the social representations of 
school arson from the point of view of the ‘insiders’, teachers and parents view school arson 
as a result of the enactment of the Children’s Act 2001 which empowered the child at the 
expense of the parent and the teachers. The discussions with parents and teachers revealed a 
deep sense of loss- loss of the African culture and authority. The fact that teachers and 
parents advocate for the return of corporal punishment as a solution to the school arson raises 
questions about Kenyan identity in the current postcolonial context. It also raises questions 
about childrearing practices and whether corporal punishment is part and parcel of the 
definition of a true Kenyan teacher or parent. This paper answers research questions 2A and 



































































































































































CHAPTER EIGHT: MANUSCRIPT 4 
“You know how boys are…”: Adolescent boys’ construction of masculinity and school 
arson in Kenya 
8.0 Introducing Manuscript 4 
In a context where excelling academically is ‘everything’ and examinations have an 
air of finality - fail and you are consigned to ‘obscurity’- it was not surprising for the 
construction of masculinity to come to the fore in the discourse on school arson. In this 
manuscript, I explored the view that the recurrent problem of school arson, was in some 
instances, a performance of masculinity. It should be worrisome (especially to educators) 
when the students seem to suggest that the empowerment of girls in Kenya was causing them 
a disadvantage.  
In an attempt to confirm the view that girls are performing better than boys at the end 
of the secondary school cycle, I sought data from the Kenya National Examinations Council. 
I requested for data on national examinations performance based on gender for a period of 
five years. (Note that the school fires crisis was at its worst in 2016). Table 7 below is a 






Table 7: Grade distribution by gender (2014-2018) 
 
Source: Kenya National Examinations Council (Research Division) 
There were more boys scoring an overall ‘A’ grade in all the other years except in 
2016. There is no official explanation for these figures. It is also not clear how the students in 
my focus group discussions became aware of the fact that girls had performed better in KCSE 
in 2016, at least in terms of attaining the top grade. The discourse in print media had however 
alluded to the fact that the school fires were a protest against examination reforms. This 
almost suggests that boys had been engaging in examination malpractice in previous years. 
We may not know but if they did, this would be consistent with the view that when men 
(boys) sense a loss of power they resort to violence to recoup their masculinity. It could also 
mean that there is need to re-examine the social construction of masculinity in postcolonial 
Kenya. Is there room for boys who do not excel academically? This is explored further in the 
KCSE GRADE DISTRIBUTION
2014
Sex A A‐ (MINUS) B+ (PLUS) B  (PLAIN) B‐ (MINUS) C+ (PLUS) C  (PLAIN) C‐ (MINUS) D+ (PLUS) D  (PLAIN) D‐ (MINUS) E
F 943 4098 7124 11240 16166 21320 27871 34502 37268 35982 23073 2384
M 2099 7486 12326 17691 21798 25794 30532 35905 38619 37225 24376 3181
Total 3042 11584 19450 28931 37964 47114 58403 70407 75887 73207 47449 5565
2015
Sex A A‐ (MINUS) B+ (PLUS) B  (PLAIN) B‐ (MINUS) C+ (PLUS) C  (PLAIN) C‐ (MINUS) D+ (PLUS) D  (PLAIN) D‐ (MINUS) E
F 664 4018 8282 13466 19060 24896 31160 36330 38681 38842 22929 2188
M 1993 7672 13016 19389 24844 29165 33040 37083 39770 40108 25303 3068
Total 2657 11690 21298 32855 43904 54061 64200 73413 78451 78950 48232 5256
2016
Sex A A‐ (MINUS) B+ (PLUS) B  (PLAIN) B‐ (MINUS) C+ (PLUS) C  (PLAIN) C‐ (MINUS) D+ (PLUS) D  (PLAIN) D‐ (MINUS) E
F 83 1960 4400 7022 10104 14980 21833 30054 39320 54656 72210 15318
M 58 2688 6595 10201 13659 17242 22975 30975 41632 57482 77723 18054
Total 141 4648 10995 17223 23763 32222 44808 61029 80952 112138 149933 33372
2017
Sex A A‐ (MINUS) B+ (PLUS) B  (PLAIN) B‐ (MINUS) C+ (PLUS) C  (PLAIN) C‐ (MINUS) D+ (PLUS) D  (PLAIN) D‐ (MINUS) E
F 61 901 2748 4879 7713 11973 18868 29767 42865 66958 91344 17191
M 81 1806 4487 7517 11459 15755 21454 31162 45474 68513 88017 18353
Total 142 2707 7235 12396 19172 27728 40322 60929 88339 135471 179361 35544
2018
Sex A A‐ (MINUS) B+ (PLUS) B  (PLAIN) B‐ (MINUS) C+ (PLUS) C  (PLAIN) C‐ (MINUS) D+ (PLUS) D  (PLAIN) D‐ (MINUS) E
F 114 1239 3119 6400 10690 15782 24161 35764 48302 75540 84251 14097
M 201 2181 5181 10105 15682 20330 25946 35762 48714 73035 81441 16854




manuscript. This paper answers research question 2B. The manuscript has been provisionally 
















































































































































































CHAPTER NINE: MANUSCRIPT 5 
School arson in Kenya: Culture, globalisation and the politics of abandonment 
9.0 Introducing Manuscript 5 
This manuscript explored the theme of abandonment – an unintended consequence of 
the enactment of the Children’s Act. While the Children’s Act was intended to protect the 
child, it seemed to have resulted in the loss of authority and victimisation for the teacher. The 
teachers seem to have adopted a hands-off approach towards children’s misbehaviour while 
children perceive this as neglect and abandonment. But the discourse, in both the focus group 
discussions and nationally, has gone beyond the recurrent problem of school arson and raised 
questions about what it really means to be African? How does a Kenyan navigate the tension 
between being a member of an ethno-cultural group (that apparently tolerates corporal 
punishment) and a member of the global community with its attendant institutions and 
statutes? This discussion is explored further in the manuscript. This paper addresses research 





























































































































































PART 4: CONCLUDING THE STUDY 
In this part of the thesis, I present my reflections on the PhD research journey. I also 
present a synthesis of the findings across data sets and tie together the different 
understandings of school arson in Kenya. I also discuss the implications of the findings. This 
study has not only provided insights into the recurrent phenomenon of school arson, but it has 
also raised questions and created potential opportunities for future research. Therefore, I will 
also discuss possibilities of future research and next steps beyond this dissertation. This 
section comprises two chapters: 
i. Chapter Ten: Research experiences and self-reflection  





CHAPTER 10: RESEARCH EXPERIENCES AND SELF-REFLECTION 
10.0 Introduction 
When I started this study, I was very sceptical about how I would really study school 
arson without administering psychological tests, performing parametric and non-parametric 
tests, checking reliability and validity, conduct logistic regression and factor analyses if need 
before I could draw conclusions! I was coming from a very strong quantitative training 
background and had been teaching basic and advanced statistics for almost seven years. 
However, a reality check from my supervisors made me realise if I was interested in 
understanding the phenomenon of school arson, then my study would certainly be qualitative. 
Thus, began a journey of learning and more learning. A very steep learning curve I must 
admit. My main concern of course was how to make sure I was an ‘objective’ researcher. My 
concern was quickly resolved as I read about the craft of qualitative research to clarify my 
ontological and epistemological stances (Frost & Bailey-Rodriguez, 2019, pp.62-63) during 
the research design phase. I came across the concept of reflexivity. I realised that reflexivity 
in qualitative research is not a problem but an opportunity (Finlay, 2002; p.531; Subramani, 
2019, p.1). It allows  researchers to turn a critical gaze towards themselves (Finlay, 2003, p.3) 
and, according to Patton (1999), “to be attentive and conscious of the cultural, political, 
linguistic, and ideological origins of one’s own perspective and voice as well as the 
perspective and voices of those one interviews and those to whom one reports” (p.65). In this 
chapter, I will reflect on how my identity as a researcher, parent and educationist as well as 
my personal beliefs, my knowledge of the socio-political context within which the school 
fires happened and my construction of meaning influenced my interaction with the research 
participants and how I analysed the data. 
Discussion with my supervisors helped me become aware of the situated nature of 




would be an ongoing process. Since I could not eliminate myself from the data, I monitored 
my influence on the research process and on my preliminary interpretations of the data.  I 
started keeping a diary of the fieldwork process. I recorded my feelings, my observations of 
my participants, my interactions with the participants and especially the goings-on in the 
socio-political context within the school fires happened,  the national discourse on print 
media, radio and social media that followed any reports of new school fires and my changing 
perspectives as I interacted with students, teachers and parents. I documented how my 
thinking grew and how my understanding of school arson became more and more refined. 
The “reflexive moments” (Subramani, 2019, p.2) that I present in this section draw heavily 
on the diary that I kept. Subramani (2019) has defined “reflexive moments” as “the 
significant experiences and reflections at certain stages of the research that help the 
researcher reconstruct the research journey in a better way” (p.2).  
10.1. Research question, the socio-political context and the personal converged 
The year I started my PhD studies, 2017, was also an election year in Kenya. The 
general elections were held in August of the same year, but the presidential results were 
contested. The disputed results led to the nullification of the presidential election by the 
Supreme Court. Inevitably, the election had to be repeated in October 2017. Schools in 
Kenya serve as polling stations and a repeated election meant that the school calendar had to 
be adjusted. In addition, there were violent demonstrations which sometimes affected my 
ability to travel to research sites. This forced me to adjust my fieldwork schedule. The 
presidential election was nullified on the 1st of September, 2017. On the morning of 2nd 
September 2017, I woke up to the news that a girls’ school had experienced arson and that 
there had been fatalities and some students were admitted with serious injuries. It was not just 




PhD journey. What are the odds of studying school fires and getting directly affected by one? 
I finally received the news that my niece was well but traumatized.  
 
I followed the discussions in both local and international print media, on social media 
and on TV news. The pattern of reactions was predictable: strong condemnations of 
government reports gathering dust, tough ministerial statements, and vitriol towards a spoilt 
generation of children, among others. Then the discussions died after a month. This particular 
fire forced me to reflect on my research design. I wondered whether I should have included 
girls’ schools. These reflections have had an impact on me and contributed to the way I have    
engaged with the data, the recommendations I will make and my next research project: 
understanding the social representations of school arson in girls’ schools that have 
experienced arson. I made a promise to my niece.  
10.2. Sampling and the lessons learnt 
The focus group discussions were conducted in four boys’ secondary schools. Two 
had experienced school arson, and two had not. One of the reasons the non-arson schools 
were selected was because they were of comparable status to the ones that experienced arson. 
I also had a pre-conceived assumption that since they were of equal status, there must be 
something in the non-arson schools that makes school arson unlikely. During the focus 
discussions, I did pose questions that were aimed at establishing the differences between the 
schools that experienced arson and those that did not.  
On the evening of 10th July 2018 (about five months after completing fieldwork), I 
received a message from one of the teachers who was a participant in the focus group 
discussions. A dormitory had been set on fire in the school I had referred to as my ‘model 
school’ in our casual discussions. I had shared with him my belief that the school seemed to 
have a better culture of communication between students and teachers which I suggested 




school was surrounded by schools that had experienced arson in 2016. The 2018 school fire 
made me reflect and re-examine my interpretations of data. I became more open-minded as I 
analysed the data after realising that the phenomenon, I was studying was more complex than 
I had anticipated. This school fire re-directed my analysis. I allowed the data to lead me and 
revised many of my assumptions.   
This fire also made me reflect and wonder why the teachers in this school were 
confident that their students would not set their school on fire. They were confident that their 
students loved their school, unlike students in schools that experienced arson. I have reflected 
deeply on whether my research design could have been improved by adding a quantitative 
element to capture the school climate and teachers’ sense of self-efficacy. It seems there may 
be other factors at play that teachers, in this specific school, that teachers are unaware of. As I 
reflected on this particular case of school arson – an example of epistemological reflexivity  
(Corlett & Mavin, 2018, p.379) – I was left wondering whether designing the study 
differently could have detected signs that there was a possibility of a school fire happening 
and warn the teachers of that possibility.  
10.3. Which hat suits me best? Self-reflections on researcher positionality 
In this PhD research journey, I have constantly wondered which identity to adopt 
when engaging with my participants and in the interpretation of the data. Parent? 
Psychologist/Researcher? Educator? Female researcher interviewing male students, male 
teachers and parents? A Kenyan and therefore an insider in terms of the social construction of 
the school arson phenomenon? Although I had adopted the view that the social 
representations of school arson would be co-constructed with my research participants, I 
began to become aware of my privileged position as a researcher when all my participants, 
younger and older would not address me by my first name though I had requested that they 




understood the implied meaning. I would be conducting the focus group discussions from a 
privileged position. My practical challenge was to get my participants to understand that they 
had more information about school arson than I did.  
Despite my view of my participants, I was still aware that as a researcher I was a 
central figure in the research process as I actively constructed the collection, selection and 
interpretation of data (Finlay, 2003, p.5). I acknowledged the ways in which my experiences, 
belief systems, political leanings and social identities would shape my research (Palaganas, 
Sanchez, Caricativo, & Molintas, 2017, p.430). For instance, because of the recurrent nature 
of school arson, my participants and I were influenced in our discussions by the current 
newspaper reports. Sometimes, these discussions would start long before I formally started 
recording the discussions and before all participants had arrived. In such cases, I took detailed 
notes of my participants’ discussions and sometimes formulated more informed interview 
questions. Navigating through my various identities helped me adjust my views and pre-
conceived understandings. The focus group discussions sometimes put me in a difficult 
position, especially when I had to arbitrate between male and female participants on their 
views on what it means to be a man in the Kenyan context. It was difficult navigating these 
kinds of heated arguments while suppressing my own views. I did not want to influence the 
direction the discussion took by taking sides. I had to use very safe types of questions to draw 
out responses and keep the discussions going. Being an ‘insider’ helped because I was able to 
draw upon cultural assumptions on appropriate rules of conversation especially among men 
and women. In focus groups with students, I was tempted many times to correct what I 
considered ‘erroneous’ views about masculinity. However, I had to constantly remind myself 
to wear the correct ‘hat’ of a co-constructor of understandings who facilitates turn taking to 




I also learnt to become more empathetic towards my participants. For instance, there 
was a conflict between my personal view towards the use of corporal punishment to manage 
children’s behaviour and the views of parents and teachers. But then I looked back at my own 
management of children’s misbehaviour. Sometimes I have managed my children’s 
misbehaviour by drawing on my knowledge as a psychologist. I reflected many times on such 
experiences and asked myself what I would have done in such a situation if I were a parent 
without any training in psychology. This was one of the moments when I realised that my 
understandings prior to the fieldwork were coloured by access to privileged information. In 
another focus group discussion with students I realised that I did not fully appreciate the 
concept of burnout as understood by students. I had never woken up at 4am to attend class or 
take a test while in secondary school. It is through these discussions that I realised why 
children would constantly complain about a bad school experience and probably set a 
dormitory on fire to create an opportunity to go home. As I conclude the study, I can, from a 
position of knowledge and wearing the parent ‘hat’, argue out a case for a more child-friendly 
school schedule that does not require children to start learning from 4am and retire to bed 
past 10pm.  I am also more empathetic towards the teachers and understand their frustration 
at lack of support from both parents and the general public. Many of the recommendations I 
make in the concluding chapter will be strongly influenced by my position as a psychologist 
and teacher trainer and my strong belief that teachers and schools provide the best means of 
positively influencing children’s behaviour, training children to manage their own behaviour, 
creating safe school climates and find solutions towards the recurrent problem of school 
arson.     
10.4. The researcher-researched relationship after fieldwork 
I have been able to remain in touch with my participants (parents and teachers) and 




been overwhelmed by inquiries on whether I have arrived at a “solution’ for the problem of 
school arson, I have appreciated the frequent updates on new cases of school arson. I have 
benefitted greatly from this post-fieldwork relationship because I would clarify issues that 
were unclear, especially during the data analysis stage. For instance, I requested one teacher 
to read through a transcript to confirm if I got the content right. I realised that what was 
reported in local and international media differed from what the teachers had said. The 
relationship with my participants, especially the teachers, has been mutually beneficial. While 
they can consult and have discussions with me on student misbehaviour, I have benefitted 
through fact-checking on the data. This process of respondent validation (Whitley & 
Crawford, 2005, p.2) has added rigour into my study.  
10.5. ‘Eating an elephant one bite at a time’: The Publication experiences  
I chose to adopt the thesis by publication format because of the obvious advantages. 
For instance, as a researcher returning to a full-time university teaching position, the PhD by 
publication afforded me an opportunity to publish, since publications are a key component of 
professional growth. However, this decision came with some challenges. Part of my research 
journey was learning how to navigate through these challenges. The main challenge in this 
study was working with four sets of data. The amount of data was massive; therefore, I had to 
break down the data into smaller units first and write an article for each data set or multiple 
articles (for focus group discussions). While this provided a systematic way to analyse and 
understand the data bit by bit, it also meant using different referencing and formatting 
systems for each manuscript. This also meant that sometimes I had to re-format an article if I 
needed to submit it to a different journal. I did get discouraged sometimes because I felt that 
the work was not progressing as fast as I wanted it to. There was also the constant need to 




(Mason & Merga, 2018, p.1456). This concern sometimes slowed down the writing process 
especially in the early stages when I had not connected the dots. 
The thesis by publication comes with the challenge of going through the peer-review 
process. The peer-review process is beneficial in the sense that it provides feedback beyond 
your supervisors’ feedback lending more credibility to your work. The feedback, has 
sometimes been confusing and discouraging but through my supervisors’ expert guidance, I 
have learnt how to engage with journals right from submission to acceptance. I gained from 
the review process, even when it involved transferring an article to another journal. External 
review improved the thesis and exposed me to a critical skill for any academic: dealing with 
“in-depth critical feedback from … expert sources” (Merga, 2015, p.300) constructively. 
10.6. The research experience in summary 
My PhD research experience can be summarised in one word: eventful, but with 
ample opportunities for growth. This is a study that was affected by the nullification of a 
presidential election, a school fire that personally affected me, and another one that 
challenged my pre-conceived assumptions about which schools experience arson and which 
do not, and which has left on speed dial with journalists and teachers wondering whether I 
have a solution for school arson. I had to constantly navigate through these events and remain 
focused on the main aim of the study but still remain reflectively aware of how my personal 
characteristics were influencing my positionality and consequently, the decisions I was 
making. My position as a psychologist and educationist greatly influenced how my 
participants related to me. The teachers sought guidance on behaviour management while the 
parents considered me one of them who understood the challenges they had with their 
children. In the course of the focus group discussions some things were implied and not 




hand, were looking for an ally who would make their views known to their teachers and 
parents.  
Being Kenyan and attuned to the national discourse on school arson helped me frame 
my interview questions in a more knowledgeable way. My knowledge of psychology 
influenced how I interpreted the data but it was also a challenge because I had to work hard 
not to correct any views expressed that contradicted what is considered best practice in 
behaviour modification. 
 The research period has also been a period of growth (Palaganas, Sanchez, 
Caricativo, & Molintas, 2017, p.426).  In terms of personal growth, I have become a more 
empathetic parent. I have become more aware of the challenges teenagers face as they try to 
construct their identity in a country struggling to find its own identity in a postcolonial 
context. I am now more empathetic towards the challenges teachers and parents face in the 
current Kenyan context. This growth will influence how I design the syllabus for student 
teachers. Lastly, undertaking a PhD by publication has enhanced my publishing skills and 




CHAPTER 11: CONCLUDING THE STUDY 
11.0 Introduction 
This was an exploratory inductive study that focused on the recurrent problem of 
school arson in Kenyan secondary schools with specific reference to boys’ schools and the 
school fires that happened in 2016. An inductive thematic analysis of the data collected from 
multiple sources revealed that school arson is a complex multi-faceted problem with multiple 
understandings. The main theoretical contribution for this study was the use of social 
representations theory that allowed for the triangulation of data (Patton, 1999, p.1195) across 
multiple data sets to build a complex picture of the multiple understandings of school arson. 
Combining social representations and inductive thematic analysis allowed for the most 
commonly occurring themes as well as thematic differences between data sets and groups of 
participants to be explored (Joffe, 2012. p.217).  
 In Parts 2, I examined the views presented in government reports through an 
inductive thematic analysis of the four government reports. I also interrogated the social 
representations of school arson in Kenyan print media and social media. In part 3, I explored 
the social representations of school arson among selected secondary school teachers, students 
and parents of secondary school students.  
In this chapter, I will conclude the study by examining the multiple understandings of 
school arson and pointing out areas of agreement and disagreement before presenting an 
overall picture of the discourse on school arson. I cannot claim that the picture is complete or 
fully coherent, but I do believe I have a better understanding of how school arson is 
understood in Kenya than I had at the start of this study. I will also discuss my thoughts on 




schooling in Kenya as currently constituted. I will conclude by presenting my thoughts on 
potential areas of future research.  
11.1. Government reports 
A brief inductive thematic analysis of government reports revealed that although 
government taskforces are appointed following a school fires crisis, none of them specifically 
investigates school arson. School arson is investigated under the umbrella term ‘school 
unrest’. School unrest, as constructed in government reports, has causes and solutions. 
Therefore, government reports contain broad repetitive categories of reasons as causes of 
school unrest as well as overarching categories of recommendations as possible solutions for 
the problem. Below I provide a summary of the salient themes in government reports:  
Table 8: Summary of salient themes in government reports 
Possible causes Suggested 
solutions/Recommendations 
 Protest against bad boarding school 
experience 
 Bad parenting 
 Societal moral decay 
 Technology 
Retribution (exclusion of bad 
apples) vs 
Dialogue/Consultation/Guidance 
and counselling /Chaplains 
 
While the government taskforces that generate these reports do not solely address the 
recurrent problem of school arson, their findings (the broad categories of causes and 
suggested solutions) seem to recur in data sets that were coded specifically for school arson. 
It can be arguably observed that the government position on the recurrent problem of school 
arson seems to influence the general discourse on school arson but at the same time influence 





11.2. Social representations of school arson 
The multiple understandings of school arson fall into two categories: the outside view 
presented by print media and on social media, and the inside view as presented in focus group 
discussions with selected students, teachers and parents. Print media journalists seemed to 
echo the same themes found in government reports. However, the discourse on print media 
went beyond addressing the specifics of school arson. School arson became a tool for making 
a comment on the postcolonial globalised Kenyan society. This role of school arson as a way 
into talking about what it means to be a Kenyan today proved to be a consistent theme that is 
recurring in other data sets.  
The emergence of new media added another dimension into the discourse on school 
arson. The results of an analysis of social media posts revealed that the discourse on school 
fires was not student-led nor influenced by contagion effects on Twitter. In the discussions 
about school fires, technology, specifically social media, was blamed for fuelling the school 
fires crisis. However, the study showed that blaming social media (as far as Twitter is 
concerned) is to,  “…project society’s guilt and shame onto objects” (Fuchs, 2012. p.386). 
Secondly, the analysis showed that Kenyan Twitter users did vicariously experience trauma, 
and they expressed their sad feelings in their tweets. However, they also posted tweets that 
harshly criticised, condemned and vilified the students. The harsh criticism may as well have 
ended up re-traumatising the students. However, the recurrent nature of school fires raises 
fundamental questions about how Kenyans view themselves. What does it mean to be 
Kenyan in the current postcolonial context? What is it about Kenya that school arson recurs 
and has persisted for so long? 
The multiple understandings of school arson have made it possible to interrogate 
potential areas of conflict and probable explanations for the problem has persisted for over 




knowledge, can construct different meanings depending on their position, the amount of 
information available to them and how relevant the information is to their value system 
(Rateau, Moliner, Guimelli, & Abric, 2012, p.482). All the meanings constructed can be 
“valid”. This particular aspect of social representations theory has been consistently 
demonstrated in the analysis of the data corpus. For instance, when the government of Kenya 
enacted the Children’s Act (Government of Kenya, 2001), the aim was to protect children 
from violence. However, teachers and parents understand the Act as an affront on their 
authority and a hindrance to the management of children’s misbehaviour. In a way, this may 
explain why the alternative method (guidance and counselling) of managing misbehaviour in 
schools may be failing. The challenge then remains: how to get teachers and parents to 
believe in the idea of managing behaviour without corporal punishment. Reinstating corporal 
punishment may not yield the expected result. It is no longer tenable to tell children,  “I'm 
right and you're wrong, I'm big and you're small, and there's nothing you can do about it” 
(DeVito, 1996) – in a film adaptation of the book Matilda  by (Dahl, 1988). Children, at least the ones 
I held discussions with, seem to be aware of their rights.  The idea that it may be possible to 
return to socially constructed “pure” Kenyan values unaffected by the rest of the world does 
not seem to me to be tenable.  Kenya is part of the bigger world of which many of my 
participants and many of those writing about school fires seem to feel at best ambivalent. It is 
not unusual in discussions of what is viewed as children’s bad or problematic behaviour to 
make reference to an earlier, more simple world in which children knew their place (Adams, 
2019), but this kind of argument takes on a particular meaning in the contemporary 
postcolonial Kenyan context where even, as I have shown, cabinet ministers argue that their 
own policies are out of step with what they construct as authentic Kenyan values. 
I now provide a summary of how I see this operate in the data.  Although there were 




discussions in both secondary data and in the focus groups all moved beyond the discussion 
of the specifics of the school fires that happened in individual schools. The discussions 
evolved quickly to make a commentary on the broader social issues about contemporary 
Kenyan society. There is constant reference to the differences between an idealised past 
Kenyan society in which things worked, where children were well behaved and parents and 
teachers had authority, unlike a current Kenya that is affected by Western culture and general 
liberal view about childrearing practices. The salient themes across the four data sets are 
summarised in the figure below: 
 
Figure 5: Summary of salient themes across data sets 
The general discourse on school arson seems to revolve around the question of who is 




current post-colonial context. It seems as though the recurrent problem of school arson has 
brought to consciousness a concern that something is lost.  Across all data sets there seems to 
be an underlying shared view that this loss may be part of the reason why children are out of 
control.  
11.3. Implications of the study 
The study has helped map out different understandings of school arson. It is now clear 
that the views of students, parents and teachers had not been fully incorporated into the 
national discourse on school arson. The media framing of school arson has often presented 
the official view presented in government reports and ministerial statements on the school 
fires crisis. It will probably not be possible to find long-lasting solutions to the problem of 
school arson without taking into account the views of the insiders, especially the views of 
students and teachers, who bear the consequences of school arson directly. The other under-
explored aspect of the school fires crisis is the emotional toll this crisis has on teachers. The 
teachers’ well-being needs to be taken into account because it may directly affect how 
schools operate and how students experience schooling. It is worth noting that, so far, 
teachers have not been fully engaged in finding solutions, as revealed in focus group 
discussions with teachers. 
In an attempt to provide a forum for the inside view, this study has helped reveal new 
understandings of school arson that have so far remained unexplored. For instance, while 
there have been more boys’ schools experiencing school unrest, the relationship between 
school arson and the construction of masculinity has not been extensively explored. It is 
noteworthy that, for instance, in the latest government report (Republic of Kenya, 2016), the 
tally of schools that experienced arson is not analysed according to gender. Sundaram (2014) 
has argued that it is essential to seek young people’s understandings of violence when 




programmes need to acknowledge the role gender stereotypes and expectations play in 
producing violence (Sundaram, 2014, p.22). Sundaram (2014) has further reiterated the 
potential of schools in “…disrupting the gender norms that underlie and produce violence, 
and are reflected through enactments of violence” (p.23). Echoing the words of Stoltz (2005), 
it is time for Kenyan educators as well as those who work to prevent youth violence to take 
the negative implications of male stereotyping (hegemonic masculinity) seriously and help 
boys re-define who they want to be (p.61).  
This study did not set out to find an ultimate solution to the problem of school arson, 
but rather to understand the different understandings of school arson. By the time of writing 
this thesis, there were already multiple further reports of school arson. In one report, four 
students had been charged with setting a dormitory on fire (Wanyoro, 2019). In yet another 
report, students set a dormitory on fire after being denied a chance to watch a football match 
(Ukaya, 2019). As one Twitter user said, a school fire could be coming to a school near you! 
However, it is hoped that these understandings will help in designing preventive strategies, 
especially those that focus on the schooling experience and the interaction between students 
and teachers.  
11.4. Limitations of the study 
The primary data collected through focus group discussions were from four boys’ 
schools only located in three counties out of the forty-seven counties in Kenya. While we can 
confidently say that the study does undertake an in-depth review of the discourse that exists 
on school arson, I can hardly claim that the study has gathered all the views on school arson. 
There is still need for further research to understand the understandings of students in girls’ 
schools (those that have experienced arson and those that have not), the views of their 
teachers and parents, the understandings of the alleged perpetrators of school arson, the 




I used extreme case sampling to choose my research participants when collecting 
primary data. Although the sample provides rich data, the findings of this study are not 
generalisable.  
Thirdly, although I have referred extensively to the government reports, I did not 
gather views from staff at the Ministry of Education. Their views would have enriched our 
understandings of the discourse on school arson especially in understanding why 
commissions of inquiry are a preferred mode of responding to the recurrent problem of 
school arson. Secondly, their views on the enactment of the Children’s Act (Government of 
Kenya, 2001) would have given a new perspective on the debate about the lifting of the ban 
on corporal punishment.  
11.5. Future Research 
In the discourse on school arson, students who are suspected arsonists are treated as 
criminals according to the penal code. However, Martin, Bergen, Richardson, Roeger, & 
Allison (2004),   in reference to the Australian context, noted that there is a strong 
relationship between adolescent fire setting behaviour and antisocial behaviour (p.152). It 
may well be that, in the Kenyan context, what suspected arsonists need is not prosecution and 
exclusion from school but psychological assessment and intervention. But this an area that 
requires further research, and I am aware as I say this that this idea in itself is highly 
psychologized and comes from its own discursive space in which the “psy” disciplines are 
seen as the rational solution to social problems (Barnhart, 2018).   
In this regard, my study reveals that there is a strong view across data sets that there 
are a few bad students who engage in disruptive behaviour and that excluding them from 
school would solve the problem of school arson. One of the recommendations in the latest 
government report, for instance, is the establishment of Borstal institutions and rehabilitation 




(Republic of Kenya, 2016, p.99). This approach pathologizes the student (Bantjes & 
Nieuwoudt, 2011, p.31), provides a strong motivation for exclusion from school and ignores 
contextual problems that make school arson more likely. In Kenya, sometimes discussions on 
school arson reveal dynamics that are often ignored. During the analysis of newspapers, I 
came across two commentaries that raised a vital question about school arson: 
“We post the best teachers to the top schools and admit the cream to these institutions 
while consigning the mediocre ones to backwater schools. …They are driven to succeed.” 
(Ondari, 2016) 
“None of the old   17 national schools have experienced riots, a testament to the fact that 
they are generally well endowed with resources and are reasonably managed effectively.” 
(Aduda, 2016) 
There seems to be inadvertent discrimination in resource allocation. It is probable that 
some schools are neglected and run down. Arson is more common in these schools. I took the 
photograph of a new, post-arson dormitory below (Figure 6) during one of the focus group 






Figure 6: Post-arson dormitory 
While the duality in the symbolism of fire as an agent of destruction and renewal is a 
classic example of social representations, it does raise very serious questions on the 
management of schools, and how children experience schooling in the Kenyan context. It 
means that the task at hand for educators and psychologists among others is to shift focus 
towards rigorous research to provide an enhanced understanding of school arson so that the 
policies and proposed solutions can be targeted, relevant, contextualised and practical instead 
of focusing on excluding ‘bad apples.  
This study started out of a need to understand the different understandings of school 
arson, but it ends as a study steeped in controversy, polyphasia and a quest for a constructed 
authentic Kenyan identity in the postcolonial context. The overarching underlying concern is 
the question of the interface between global trends especially in terms of children’s rights, 




This seems to be a spreading trend in Africa as Africans interrogate the effects of colonialism 
on African culture. The president of Tanzania was  recently on record questioning international 
human rights efforts,  wondering, “What human rights are they talking about?” (Ng’wanakilala, 
2019). There is often reference back to an idealised African past when children were well-
behaved and adults had authority. But the question that arises is what were the cultural 
‘knowledges’ on behaviour modification? Tafa (2002) notes that there is no evidence that 
children were flogged in pre-colonial days (p.23). The past may be being idealised, but it is 
being reconstructed and reinterpreted through the lens of the present. 
The immediate steps for me beyond this dissertation are threefold. The first step is to 
re-design the syllabus for my student teachers. Second, is to create an in-service course to help 
equip teachers already in the field in managing behaviour and managing victimisation. The 
third, more critical, is to engage in research on how to ‘vernacularize’ behaviour modification 
as a psychological construct. Can there be a ‘culturally sensitive’ behaviour modification model 
that does not carry colonial baggage but which is devoid of corporal punishment?  This is a 
difficult and challenging question for me, and one with which I will have to engage, aware, 
even as I ask the question, that I will be seen by some as representing part of the very problem 
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I am interested in finding out what you think about the burning of schools. I 
will ask a few questions to get the discussion going. Feel free to discuss and 
to ask me questions.  Anything you say in this discussion group will be kept 
confidential. Your identity will be kept anonymous in any written discussions 














Age group: a) 14-17     b) 18-24     c) 25-35     d) 36-45   e) 46- 60 
Profession (where applicable): ………………………………… 













1: (STUDENTS IN A SCHOOL THAT EXPERIENCED ARSON) 
i) Tell me something about yourselves. 
ii) What, if anything, do you like about your school? 
iii) What, if anything, don’t you like about your school? 
iv) Do you feel safe or unsafe when you are in school?  
a. What makes you feel safe? Or 
b. What are some of the things that make you feel unsafe? 
v) In 2016 there was a fire in this school. Tell me about the day of the fire. (Where 
were you? What happened?) 
vi) What happened after the fire? Were you sent home?  
vii) Did anyone talk to you about the fire? (Your teachers or parents? What did you talk 
about?) 
viii) Did you talk among yourselves about the school fire? (Tell me about those 
conversations you had among yourselves) 
a) What about on Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter, among others? Were there 
any discussions among yourselves or students from other schools or online 
friends from different countries on social media?  
b) Tell me about those discussions 
ix) Why do you think students set buildings on fire? (Why were those particular 
buildings set on fire) 
x) Has anything changed in the school since the fire incident?  
xi) Is there anything more you would like to tell me? 
 
2) (STUDENTS IN A SCHOOL THAT HAS NOT EXPERIENCED ARSON) 
i) Tell me something about yourselves. 
ii) What, if anything, do you like about your school? 
iii) What, if anything, don’t you like about your school? 
iv) Do you feel safe or unsafe when you are in school? 
a) What makes you feel safe? Or 
b) What are some of the things that make you feel unsafe? 
v) In 2016 some schools like yours were burnt. Did you hear about them? Tell me what 
you thought about those fires?  
vi) The students in those schools were sent home? How did that make you feel? 
vii) Did anyone talk to you about the fires? (Your teachers or parents? What did they say?) 
viii) Did you talk among yourselves about the school fires? (Tell me about those 
conversations you had among yourselves) 
  
a) What about on Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter, among others? Were there 
any discussions among yourselves or students from other schools or online 
friends from different countries on social media?  
b) Tell me about those discussions. 




x) Is there anything more you would like to tell me?  
 
3) (TEACHERS IN SCHOOLS THAT EXPERIENCED ARSON) 
i) Would you describe this school as a school in which the safety of teachers and students 
is guaranteed? (Why/Why not?) 
ii) As teachers you have many roles besides teaching: you act as role models, 
administrators, you act in loco parentis, you punish, you are the link between the school 
and the community, and you are counsellors to students and parents among other roles. 
a) Which roles are easy? Which ones do you enjoy? 
b)  Which ones are difficult or challenging? How? (Use probing questions to discuss 
further) 
c) Which roles affect your relationship with students? Parents? How? (Probe) 
iii) In 2016 there was a fire in this school. Tell me about the day of the fire. 
iv) Why do you think students set buildings on fire? 
v) a) What would you say about the allegation that teachers incited students to burn their  
      own school? 
b) How does this allegation make you feel? 
vi) Have there been any changes in this school since the fire happened? 
vii) Who has read the recommendations of the task force reports on student unrest and 
indiscipline? (Use follow-up questions to find out which government reports they have 
read.) 
viii) If you were to talk to the students who burn schools, what would you say to 
them? 
ix) Why do you think more boys’ schools were set on fire? 
x) Anything else you would like to tell me about school violence or arson? 
 
4) (TEACHERS IN SCHOOLS THAT DID NOT EXPERIENCE ARSON) 
i)  Would you describe this school as a school in which the safety of teachers and students 
is guaranteed? (Why/Why not?) 
ii) As teachers you have many roles besides teaching: you act as role models, 
administrators, you act in loco parentis, you punish, you are the link between the school 
and the community, and you are counsellors to students and parents among other roles. 
a) Which roles are easy? Which ones do you enjoy? 
b)  Which ones are difficult or challenging? How? (Use probing questions to discuss 
further) 
c) Which roles affect your relationship with students? Parents? How? (Probe) 
iii) In 2016, many secondary schools were set on fire. Tell me what you thought about 
those fires. 
iv) Why do you think students set buildings on fire? 
v) a) What would you say about the allegation that teachers incited students to burn their 
own school? 




vi) Your students did not set their school on fire but did you have any discussions about 
the fire incidents in the other schools? (Why/Why not?)  
vii) Who has read the recommendations of the task force reports on student unrest and 
indiscipline? (Use follow-up questions to find out which government reports they have 
read.) 
viii) If you were to talk to the students who burn schools, what would you say to 
them? 
ix) Why do you think more boys’ schools were set on fire? 
x) Anything else you would like to tell me about school violence or arson? 
 
5) (PARENTS OF SCHOOLS THAT EXPERIENCED ARSON) 
i) Would you describe this school as a safe school for your sons? (Why/Why not) 
ii) Tell me about the relationship between teachers and parents? (Would you say parents 
support teachers? And teachers support parents?) If so, in what ways? 
iii) What about the relationship between parents and the school administration? (Do you 
have an opportunity to talk to the school administration any time you have concerns 
about your child?) 
iv) In 2016, there was a fire in this school. Tell me what you thought about the fire. 
v) Why do you think students set buildings on fire? 
vi) a) What would you say about the allegation that students burn their own schools 
because parents have failed to bring them up properly? 
b) How does this allegation make you feel? 
vii) Did you have any discussions about the fire? (Why/Why not? If yes, what did you 
discuss?)  
viii) If you were to talk to the students who burn school buildings, what would you 
say to them? 
ix) Why do you think more boys’ schools were set on fire? 
x) Anything else you would like to tell me about school violence or arson? 
 
6) (PARENTS OF SCHOOLS THAT DID NOT EXPERIENCE ARSON) 
i)  Would you describe this school as a safe school for your son? (Why/Why not) 
ii) Tell me about the relationship between teachers and parents? (Would you say parents 
support teachers? And teachers support parents?) If so, in what ways?  
iii) What about the relationship between parents and the school administration? (Do you 
have an opportunity to talk to the school any time you have concerns about your 
child?) 
iv) In 2016, many secondary schools had their buildings set on fire. Tell me what you 
thought about the fires. 
v) Why do you think students set buildings on fire? 
vi) a) What would you say about the allegation that students burn their own schools 




b) How does this kind of an allegation make you feel? 
vii) Did you have any discussions about the fire? (Why/Why not? If yes, what did you 
discuss?)  
viii) If you were to talk to the students who burn school buildings, what would you 
say to them? 
ix) Why do you think more boys’ schools were set on fire? 
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
(Consent Form for Parents of boys in a school that did not experience arson –Group 
interviews) 
 




You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Hildah Oburu, PhD candidate, from the 
Psychology Department at Stellenbosch University. The results of the study will be used in writing the 
PhD dissertation and research papers. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a parent of a boy in a boys’ school where students did not set buildings on fire in 2016.  
 
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The study is seeking to find out your understanding of the burning of schools as well as what you think 




If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 
Participate in group discussions with other parents (both male and female). The discussions 
will be guided by me but you will be allowed to speak freely. The interviews will take about two 
hours. The interviews will be conducted in the school compound or in a location near the school. 
The discussions will be audio recorded so that I can analyse them later to write up the 
dissertation. 
 
3. POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The interviews will contain questions about the school fires of 2016. But some questions may be 
upsetting especially if you have bad memories of the school fires. However, should you get upset you 
will be referred to a counselor for help. The counselling services will be free of charge. 
 
4. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
 By participating in this study you will be contributing towards the understanding of why students resort 




contributing to the understanding of the experience of parents of students in schools that did not 
experience arson incidents.  
 
5. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
 
 At the end of the interview, each participant will receive a stipend of Kshs. 3000 (R378) to cover 





Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will 
remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. Confidentiality 
will be maintained by means of anonymously reporting the proceedings of the group discussions. No 
real names will be mentioned in any publications based on this study. Participants will be referred to as 
Parent 1, Parent 2, etc. All participants will be required to also maintain confidentiality and not divulge 
the group discussions to anyone outside the group. 
 
The information collected will not be released to any other party. It will only be analysed by me with 
the help of my supervisor. You have a right to review the audio recordings after the interviews if you 
wish to. Once the study is completed the audio recordings will be held in custody by the researcher and 
destroyed later in accordance with Stellenbosch University guidelines for ethical research. 
 
I will keep all our discussions confidential and at the beginning of the interview I will ask everyone in 
the group to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee that everyone will keep our 
discussions confidential.  
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of participant 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 




7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may also refuse to answer any 
questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you 
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. This may happen if a participant 
fails to maintain confidentiality or fails to adhere to group rules and etiquette or threatens the well-
being of other participants. Any information gathered from the participant will not be used in the 






8. IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: Hildah Oburu 
through email: hildahbo@yahoo.com  Tel: +254 734 129294 or Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 






9.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 
not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study.  If 
you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 





SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH SUBJECT  
 
The information above was described to [me/the subject/the participant] by [name of relevant person] 
in English and [I am/the subject is/the participant is] in command of this language or it was satisfactorily 
translated to [me/him/her].  [I/the participant/the subject] was given the opportunity to ask questions 
and these questions were answered to [my/his/her] satisfaction.  
 
[I hereby consent voluntarily to participate in this study/I hereby consent that the subject/participant 
may participate in this study.] I have been given a copy of this form. 
 
________________________________________ 
Name of Subject/Participant 
 
________________________________________   ______________ 
Signature of Subject/Participant     Date 
 
 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR  
 
I declare that I explained the information given in this document to __________________ [name of 
the subject/participant] and/or [his/her] representative ____________________ [name of the 
representative]. [He/she] was encouraged and given ample time to ask me any questions. This 
conversation was conducted in English. 
 
________________________________________  ______________ 






As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than 
a professional transcriber and my supervisor, Prof Swartz. Please sign that you agree to be audio 
recorded.  
 
________________________    _______________________ 














CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
(Consent Form for Teachers in a school that did not experience arson –Group interviews) 
 




You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Hildah Oburu, PhD candidate, from the 
Psychology Department at Stellenbosch University. The results of the study will be used in writing the 
PhD dissertation and research papers. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a teacher in a boys’ school where students did not set buildings on fire in 2016.  
 
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The study is seeking to find out your understanding of the burning of schools as well as what you think 




If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 
Participate in group discussions with other teachers (both male and female). The discussions will 
be guided by me but you will be allowed to speak freely. The interviews will take about two hours. 
The interviews will be conducted in the school compound or in a location near the school. The 
discussions will be audio recorded so that I can analyse them later to write up the dissertation. 
 
3. POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The interviews will contain questions about the school fires of 2016. But some questions may be 
upsetting especially if you have bad memories of the school fires. However, should you get upset you 
will be referred to a counselor for help. The counseling services will be free of charge. 
 
4. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
By participating in this study you will be contributing towards the understanding of why students resort 
to setting school buildings on fire and help in preventing such incidents in future. You will especially be 




5. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
 
 At the end of the interview, each participant will receive a stipend of Kshs. 5000 (R640) to cover 








Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will 
remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. Confidentiality 
will be maintained by means of anonymously reporting the proceedings of the group discussions. No 
real names will be mentioned in any publications based on this study. Participants will be referred to as 
Teacher1, Teacher 2, etc. All participants will be required to also maintain confidentiality and not divulge 
the group discussions to anyone outside the group. 
 
The information collected will not be released to any other party. It will only be analysed by me with 
the help of my supervisor. You have a right to review the audio recordings after the interviews if you 
wish to. Once the study is completed the audio recordings will be held in custody by the researcher and 
destroyed later in accordance with Stellenbosch University guidelines for ethical research. 
 
I will keep all our discussions confidential and at the beginning of the interview I will ask everyone in 
the group to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee that everyone will keep our 
discussions confidential.  
 
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of participant 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 





7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may also refuse to answer any 
questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you 
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. This may happen if a participant 
fails to maintain confidentiality or fails to adhere to group rules and etiquette or threatens the well-
being of other participants. Any information gathered from the participant will not be used in the 
study and it will be destroyed immediately.  
 
 
8. IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: Hildah Oburu 
through email: hildahbo@yahoo.com  Tel: +254 734 129294 or Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559  
9.  RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 
not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study.  If 
you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 








SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH SUBJECT 
 
The information above was described to [me/the subject/the participant] by [name of relevant person] 
in English and [I am/the subject is/the participant is] in command of this language or it was satisfactorily 
translated to [me/him/her].  [I/the participant/the subject] was given the opportunity to ask questions 
and these questions were answered to [my/his/her] satisfaction.  
 
[I hereby consent voluntarily to participate in this study/I hereby consent that the subject/participant 
may participate in this study.] I have been given a copy of this form. 
 
________________________________________ 
Name of Subject/Participant 
 
________________________________________   ______________ 
Signature of Subject/Participant     Date 
 
 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR  
 
I declare that I explained the information given in this document to __________________ [name of 
the subject/participant] and/or [his/her] representative ____________________ [name of the 
representative]. [He/she] was encouraged and given ample time to ask me any questions. This 
conversation was conducted in English. 
 
________________________________________  ______________ 






As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than 
a professional transcriber and my supervisor, Prof Swartz. Please sign that you agree to be audio 
recorded.  
 
________________________    _______________________ 






(CONSENT FORMS FOR PARTICIPANTS FROM 






CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
(Consent Form for Parents in a school that experienced arson –Group interviews) 
 
Title of Study: Social representations of the burning of boys’ secondary 
schools in Kenya in 2016  
 
 
You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Hildah Oburu, PhD candidate, from the 
Psychology Department at Stellenbosch University. The results of the study will be used in writing the 
PhD dissertation and research papers. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a parent in a boys’ school where students set buildings on fire in 2016.  
 
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The study is seeking to find out your understanding of the burning of schools as well as what you think 




If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 
Participate in group discussions with other parents (both male and female). The discussions 
will be guided by me but you will be allowed to speak freely. The interviews will take about two 
hours. The interviews will be conducted in the school compound or in a location near the school. 
The discussions will be audio recorded so that I can analyse them later to write up the 
dissertation. 
 
3. POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The interviews will contain questions about the school fires of 2016. But some questions may be 
upsetting especially if you have bad memories of the school fires. However, should you get upset you 
will be referred to a counselor for help. The counselling services will be provided free of charge. 
 
4. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
 By participating in this study you will be contributing towards the understanding of why students resort 
to setting school buildings on fire and help in preventing such incidents in future.  
 





 At the end of the interview, each participant will receive a stipend of Kshs. 3000 (R378) to cover 




Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will 
remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. Confidentiality 
will be maintained by means of anonymously reporting the proceedings of the group discussions. No 
real names will be mentioned in any publications based on this study. Participants will be referred to as 
Parent 1, Parent 2, etc. All participants will be required to also maintain confidentiality and not divulge 
the group discussions to anyone outside the group. 
 
The information collected will not be released to any other party. It will only be analysed by me with 
the help of my supervisor. You have a right to review the audio recordings after the interviews if you 
wish to. Once the study is completed the audio recordings will be held in custody by the researcher and 
destroyed later in accordance with Stellenbosch University guidelines for ethical research. 
 
I will not disclose the information we discuss with anyone and at the beginning of the interview I will 
ask everyone in the group to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee that everyone will 
keep the information we discuss confidential.  
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of participant 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 





7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may also refuse to answer any 
questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you 
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. This may happen if a participant 
fails to maintain confidentiality or fails to adhere to group rules and etiquette or threatens the well-
being of other participants. Any information gathered from the participant will not be used in the 





8. IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: Hildah Oburu 
through email: hildahbo@yahoo.com  Tel: +254 734 129294 or Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559  
 
 
9.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 




you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 





SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH SUBJECT  
 
The information above was described to [me/the subject/the participant] by [name of relevant person] 
in English and [I am/the subject is/the participant is] in command of this language or it was satisfactorily 
translated to [me/him/her].  [I/the participant/the subject] was given the opportunity to ask questions 
and these questions were answered to [my/his/her] satisfaction.  
 
[I hereby consent voluntarily to participate in this study/I hereby consent that the subject/participant 
may participate in this study.] I have been given a copy of this form. 
 
________________________________________ 
Name of Subject/Participant 
 
________________________________________   ______________ 
Signature of Subject/Participant      Date 
 
 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR  
 
I declare that I explained the information given in this document to __________________ [name of 
the subject/participant] and/or [his/her] representative ____________________ [name of the 
representative]. [He/she] was encouraged and given ample time to ask me any questions. This 
conversation was conducted in English. 
 
________________________________________  ______________ 






As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than 
a professional transcriber and my supervisor, Prof Swartz. Please sign that you agree to be audio 
recorded.  
 
________________________    _______________________ 















CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
(Consent Form for Teachers in a school that experienced arson –Group interviews) 
 
Title of Study: Social representations of the burning of boys’ secondary 
schools in Kenya in 2016  
 
 
You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Hildah Oburu, PhD candidate, from the 
Psychology Department at Stellenbosch University. The results of the study will be used in writing the 
PhD dissertation and research papers. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a teacher in a boys’ school where students set buildings on fire in 2016.  
 
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The study is seeking to find out your understanding of the burning of schools as well as what you think 




If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 
Participate in group discussions with other teachers (both male and female). The discussions will 
be guided by me but you will be allowed to speak freely. The interviews will take about two hours. 
The interviews will be conducted in the school compound or in a location near the school. The 
discussions will be audio recorded so that I can analyse them later to write up the dissertation. 
 
3. POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The interviews will contain questions about the school fires of 2016. But some questions may be 
upsetting especially if you have bad memories of the school fires. However, should you get upset you 
will be referred to a counselor for help. The counseling services will be provided free of charge. 
 
4. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
 By participating in this study you will be contributing towards the understanding of why students resort 
to setting school buildings on fire and help in preventing such incidents in future. 
 
5. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
 
 At the end of the interview, each participant will receive a stipend of Kshs. 5000 (R640) to cover 





Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will 




will be maintained by means of anonymously reporting the proceedings of the group discussions. No 
real names will be mentioned in any publications based on this study. Participants will be referred to as 
Teacher1, Teacher 2, etc. All participants will be required to also maintain confidentiality and not divulge 
the group discussions to anyone outside the group. 
 
The information collected will not be released to any other party. It will only be analysed by me with 
the help of my supervisor. You have a right to review the audio recordings after the interviews if you 
wish to. Once the study is completed the audio recordings will be held in custody by the researcher and 
destroyed later in accordance with Stellenbosch University guidelines for ethical research. 
 
I will not disclose the information we discuss with anyone and at the beginning of the interview I will 
ask everyone in the group to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee that everyone will 
keep the information we discuss confidential.  
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of participant 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 




7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may also refuse to answer any 
questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you 
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. This may happen if a participant 
fails to maintain confidentiality or fails to adhere to group rules and etiquette. Any information 





8. IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: Hildah Oburu 
through email: hildahbo@yahoo.com  Tel: +254 734 129294 or Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559  
 
 
9.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 
not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study.  If 
you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 











SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH SUBJECT  
 
The information above was described to [me/the subject/the participant] by [name of relevant person] 
in English and [I am/the subject is/the participant is] in command of this language or it was satisfactorily 
translated to [me/him/her].  [I/the participant/the subject] was given the opportunity to ask questions 
and these questions were answered to [my/his/her] satisfaction.  
 
[I hereby consent voluntarily to participate in this study/I hereby consent that the subject/participant 
may participate in this study.] I have been given a copy of this form. 
 
________________________________________ 
Name of Subject/Participant 
 
________________________________________   ______________ 
Signature of Subject/Participant      Date 
 
 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR  
 
I declare that I explained the information given in this document to __________________ [name of 
the subject/participant] and/or [his/her] representative ____________________ [name of the 
representative]. [He/she] was encouraged and given ample time to ask me any questions. This 
conversation was conducted in English. 
 
________________________________________  ______________ 






As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than 
a professional transcriber and my supervisor, Prof Swartz. Please sign that you agree to be audio 
recorded.  
 
________________________    _______________________ 














(Assent form for students in a school that experienced arson- Group Interviews) 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION LEAFLET AND ASSENT FORM 
   
 
 
TITLE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT: Social representations of the burning of boys’ 
secondary schools in Kenya in 2016 
 
RESEARCHERS NAME(S): Hildah Bochere Oburu 
 
ADDRESS: 27 Eikenwaters, Langenhoven Street, Stellenbosch (South Africa) 
or Box 18050-00100, Nairobi 
 
CONTACT NUMBER: +27 74 3229441/ +254 721 833551/ +254 734 129294 
 
What is RESEARCH? 
Research is something we do find NEW KNOWLEDGE about the way things (and 
people) work.  We use research projects or studies to help us find out more about 
children and teenagers and the things that affect their lives, their schools, their 
families and their health. We do this to try and make the world a better place! 
 
What is this research project all about? 
This research is about what you think about the burning of schools that happened in 2016 
 
 
Why have I been invited to take part in this research project? 
 
 You have been invited to participate in this research because you are a student in a school where 
students set buildings on fire. What you think about the school fire can help us understand what 
makes students set school buildings on fire.  
 
Who is doing the research? 
 
 I am a lecturer at the University of Nairobi. I teach Psychology. Right now I am a PhD student at 
Stellenbosch University in South Africa. Because I teach Psychology at the School of Education to 




of schools will help me train teachers better and equip them with necessary skills needed to manage 
the problem of school fires. 
 
What will happen to me in this study? 
 
You will participate in a group discussion with other students. I will guide a discussion of the school 
fires of 2016 by asking a few questions to help us discuss your thoughts and feelings about the school 
fires. We will also talk about how the school fires affected you or those close to you and other people 





Can anything bad happen to me? 
No. Nothing bad will happen to you but some questions may upset you especially if you have bad 
memories of the school fire. If this happens, you will be referred to a counsellor who will help you deal 
with any negative feelings you may have. The counselling services will be provided free of charge. 
 
Can anything good happen to me? 
Not very directly but what we will discuss will help us understand why students set buildings on fire and 
therefore find ways of preventing this from happening in future. You will be given a snack at the end of 
the interview.  
 
Will anyone know I am in the study? 
 No one will know that you were in the study. I will only discuss what we will talk about in my report 
without identifying who specifically said what. I will keep all our discussions confidential and at the 
beginning of the interview I will ask everyone to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee 
that everyone will keep our discussions confidential.  
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of child 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 






Who can I talk to about the study?  
 
You can talk to your parents and teachers. You can also contact me through email: 
hildahbo@yahoo.com Tel: +254 734 129294 or my supervisor Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559 
 
What if I do not want to do this? 



















_________________________    ____________________   




As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than a 




_______________________________                         _______________________ 































(Assent form for students in a school that did not experience arson- Group Interviews) 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION LEAFLET AND ASSENT FORM 
   
 
 
TITLE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT: Social representations of the burning of boys’ 
secondary schools in Kenya in 2016 
 
RESEARCHERS NAME(S): Hildah Bochere Oburu 
 
ADDRESS: 27 Eikenwaters, Langenhoven Street, Stellenbosch (South Africa) 
or Box 18050-00100, Nairobi 
 
CONTACT NUMBER: +27 74 3229441/ +254 721 833551/ +254 734 129294 
 
What is RESEARCH? 
Research is something we do find NEW KNOWLEDGE about the way things (and 
people) work.  We use research projects or studies to help us find out more about 
children and teenagers and the things that affect their lives, their schools, their 
families and their health. We do this to try and make the world a better place! 
 
What is this research project all about? 
This research is about what you think about the burning of schools that happened in 2016 
 
 
Why have I been invited to take part in this research project? 
 You have been invited to participate in this research because you are a student in a school where 
students did not set buildings on fire. What you think about the school fires in other schools can help 
us understand what makes students set school buildings on fire. The reasons why students in your 
school did not set buildings on fire will be especially useful. 
 
 
Who is doing the research? 
 
 I am a lecturer at the University of Nairobi. I teach Psychology. Right now I am a PhD student at 
Stellenbosch University in South Africa. Because I teach Psychology at the School of Education to 
student teachers, this study will be very useful to my teaching. A better understanding of the burning 
of schools will help me train teachers better and equip them with necessary skills needed to manage 





What will happen to me in this study? 
 
You will participate in a group discussion with other students. I will guide a discussion of the school 
fires of 2016 by asking a few questions to help us discuss your thoughts and feelings about the school 
fires. We will also talk about how the school fires affected you or those close to you and other people 
in the school community 
 
 
Can anything bad happen to me? 
No. Nothing bad will happen to you but some questions may upset you especially if you have bad 
memories of the school fire. If this happens, you will be referred to a counsellor who will help you deal 
with any negative feelings you may have. The counselling services will be provided free of charge. 
 
Can anything good happen to me? 
Not very directly but what we will discuss will help us understand why students set buildings on fire and 
therefore find ways of preventing this from happening in future. You will be given a snack at the end of 
the interview.  
 
Will anyone know I am in the study? 
 No one will know that you were in the study. I will only discuss what we will talk about in my report 
without identifying who specifically said what. I will keep all our discussions confidential and at the 
beginning of the interview I will ask everyone to maintain confidentiality. However, I cannot guarantee 
that everyone will keep our discussions confidential.  
 
Please sign below that you understand that the researcher cannot guarantee that everyone in the group 
will keep discussions confidential. 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of child 
 
_____________________________________   ________________________ 







Who can I talk to about the study?  
 
You can talk to your parents and teachers. You can also contact me through email: 
hildahbo@yahoo.com Tel: +254 734 129294 or my supervisor Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559 
 
What if I do not want to do this? 




Do you understand this research study and are you willing to take part in it?   
YES    NO 
 













_________________________    ____________________   
Signature of Child      Date 
 
 
As the researcher, I would like to record all sessions using a digital voice recorder. This will help me 
get accurate information about what has been said. I will not give the recording to anyone other than a 




_______________________________                         _______________________ 










Appendix E3: Parental/ Legal Guardian Consent Forms  






(Parental Consent form for students in schools that experienced arson- Group interviews) 
 
STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 
PARENT/LEGAL GUARDIAN CONSENT FOR CHILD TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
I would like to invite your child to take part in a study conducted by me, Hildah Oburu, from the 
Department of Psychology at Stellenbosch University. Your child will be invited as a possible participant 
because he attends a boys’ secondary school that experienced an incident of arson in 2016. 
 
10. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The study is about the school fires that occurred in 2016 and the aim is to find out your son’s thoughts 
and feelings about the school fires.   
 
11. WHAT WILL BE ASKED OF MY CHILD?  
 
If you consent to your child taking part in this study, the researcher will then approach the child for 
their assent to take part in the study. If the child agrees to take part in the study, he will be asked to 
participate in a group discussion with other students. I will guide the discussion by asking questions 
about school fires in general and the one that occurred in your son’s school in particular. The discussions 
will be held within the school compound. Each group discussion will take approximately two hours.   
 
12. POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
Nothing bad will happen to your son. But sometimes interview questions can upset participants 
especially if they have bad memories of the incident being discussed. Should this happen your son will 
be referred to a qualified counselor to help him deal with the bad feelings. 
 
13. POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO THE CHILD OR TO THE SOCIETY 
 
Your son’s participation will contribute towards the understanding of why students resort to setting 
buildings on fire and contribute towards finding ways of preventing school fires in future.  
 
14. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
At the end of the interview, all participants in the study including your son will be given a 
snack.  
 
15. PROTECTION OF YOUR AND YOUR CHILD’S INFORMATION, CONFIDENTIALITY 
AND IDENTITY 
 
Any information you or your child will share with me during this study and that could possibly identify 
you or your child will be protected. This will be done by reporting the findings of this study anonymously. 




participants in the group interviews will be required to maintain confidentiality and not reveal 
discussions with anyone outside the group. 
 
The information will only be used by me with the help of my supervisor. It will not be released to any 
other person or agency. The information will be used to write up my PhD thesis and in the publishing 
of research papers. In all cases, your son’s identity will be protected.  
 
The interview discussions will be audio taped but the audio recordings will be destroyed after five years. 
 
16. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You and your child can choose whether to be part of this study or not. If you consent to your child 
taking part in the study, please note that your child may choose to withdraw or decline participation 
at any time without any consequence. Your child may also refuse to answer any questions they don’t 
want to answer and still remain in the study. The researcher may withdraw your child from this study 
if the child fails to maintain confidentiality or if the child’s actions threaten the well-being of other 
group members.  
 
17. RESEARCHERS’ CONTACT INFORMATION 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact me through email: 
hildahbo@yahoo.com Tel: +254 734 129294 or my supervisor Prof. Leslie Swartz through email: 
lswartz@sun.ac.za Tel: +27 82 4593559  
 
18.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
 
Your child may withdraw their consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  
Neither you nor your child are waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation 
in this research study. If you have questions regarding your or your child’s rights as a research 
participant, contact Ms Maléne Fouché [mfouche@sun.ac.za; 021 808 4622] at Stellenbosch 
University’s Division for Research Development. 
 
 
DECLARATION OF CONSENT BY THE PARENT/ LEGAL GUARDIAN OF THE CHILD- PARTICIPANT 
 
 
As the parent/legal guardian of the child, I confirm that: 
 I have read the above information and it is written in a language that I am comfortable with. 
 I have had a chance to ask questions and all my questions have been answered. 




By signing below, I ______________________________ (name of parent) agree that the researcher 




Signature of Parent/Legal Guardian Date 
 





As the principal investigator, I hereby declare that the information contained in this document has 
been thoroughly explained to the parent/legal guardian. I also declare that the parent/legal guardian 
was encouraged and given ample time to ask any questions.  
 
 
________________________________________ _____________________  
   
Signature of Principal Investigator   Date 
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